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THE FIRST FLOOR OF AINCRAD WAS AN “ANYTHING goes” floor, with no unifying design theme. The terrain was rich and varied, with fields, forests, wastelands, and canyons, not to mention numerous smaller towns and villages outside the main city. It added up to a welcoming atmosphere for new players, but now that the game was deadly, few people were in the mood to soak in the surroundings.


The second floor, however, had a very clear, unified design. The land was covered with green grazing fields and multilayered flat-topped mountains, and the monsters within were all animal types. As a nod to the effort of beating the first floor, the wilderness of the second was not very difficult, which, combined with the visual style, gave it a laid-back, “pastoral” theme. Most players called it the “cow floor,” for obvious reasons.


Next up was the unconquered third floor.


As I climbed the spiral staircase from the second-floor boss chamber to the third-floor town, I clenched my fist and muttered, “In a way, this is where SAO really starts…”


It was meant more as a reminder to myself, but my companion heard me and asked, “Really? Why is that?”


I scratched my head and explained, “Well…the third floor is where human mobs first show up. The kobolds and tauruses from below were demihumans, so they could use simple sword skills, but they were still monsters, right? Well, some of the enemies ahead look indistinguishable from other players. You honestly wouldn’t be able to tell them apart without a color cursor. Just like NPCs, they can talk and use expert sword skills. Meaning…”


I looked over my shoulder and fixed Asuna the fencer with a look. “This is where the real Sword Art Online begins. I read plenty of magazine interviews and articles on Akihiko Kayaba, the man who trapped us in here. He said that the term Sword Art refers to the light and sound of the clash of sword skill on sword skill—a concerto of life and death.”


“…Oh…”


The phrase that had given me shivers of excitement a year ago did not have any noticeable effect on Asuna. We continued walking up the stairs at a measured pace. Her next comment took me by surprise.


“Does that mean he was already plotting this crime when he gave that interview?”


“Umm…well, I guess it does.”


On that fateful day five weeks ago, Kayaba summoned all the players of SAO into the center square of the Town of Beginnings and announced, “I created the NerveGear and SAO precisely in order to build this world and observe it. I have now achieved that aim.”


If those words were true, then from the very first line Kayaba ever drew on a NerveGear diagram, he’d been envisioning this terrible crime as his ultimate goal. All of his statements that thrilled my young mind (well, only a year younger) now held a terrible double meaning.


Asuna quietly murmured, “A concerto…of life and death. I wonder if he really meant that to refer to the sword art of player against humanoid enemies.”


“Huh…? What do you mean?”


It was my turn to be confused. I’d climbed up identical sets of spiraling staircases to the next floor nearly a dozen times between the beta and the full release, so it was familiar enough that I could continue to climb while facing backward. The only thing that differed between floors was the style of carvings on the blackened walls. A closer look always revealed some kind of thematic hint at the next floor’s contents, but I was concentrating on Asuna’s words at the moment.


Her face serious, she whispered, “Maybe I’m overthinking this…but a concerto isn’t a performance where instruments form a pair to play against each other. That would be a duet.”


“So what exactly is a concerto, then?”


“The definition changes depending on the era, but at its most basic, it’s an orchestra acting as the background accompaniment to a soloist or small group of independent players. So it’s not one-on-one, but one-on-many, or few-on-many.”


“One…against many…” I repeated and stopped myself before I asked if it could mean a player against a group of monsters.


It was almost never the case that a single player faced off against a large collection of foes—say, ten or more. Without any magic spells that could attack a large area at once, and the closest sword skills merely adding a foot or two to the weapon’s reach, being surrounded by monsters in SAO meant certain death.


That ironclad law was reflected in the game’s design, so nearly all monsters were solitary, or in groups no larger than three or four. As long as you didn’t run around intentionally drawing attention or hitting alarm traps, a single player would never encounter a large mass of enemies. Even if it happened, no one would be foolish enough to stand and fight.


“In that case, there’s no battle in this world that actually corresponds to a real concerto. If anything, it might refer to a boss battle…but in that case, the boss would be the lead, and the players, the accompaniment,” I said with a wry chuckle. Asuna opened her mouth to respond, then shut it. After a brief pause, she grinned slightly.


“I suppose so. I’m just overthinking this. More importantly, Kirito…”


“Huh? What?”


“Never mind, too late.”


As soon as she said those words, the back of my head slammed against the thick stone door at the top of the stairs.


“Nguh!” I grunted pitifully and lost my balance, hands waving wildly. I made sure to fall backward, sensing it would still be better than flopping forward and directly onto Asuna.


But in that brief instant, the stone door that should have propped my back up had already opened, and I fell shrieking through the doorway to land directly on my butt atop the mossy paving stones—the momentous first step into the new, uncharted floor.


The third floor of Aincrad.


Its design theme was “forest,” but this was forest on a scale unlike the woods around Horunka on the first floor, or the southern area of the second floor. Even the smallest tree here had a trunk at least three feet across and towered nearly a hundred feet in the air. These vast, ancient trees stretched as far as the eye could see, and the golden beams of light that trickled through their endless branches and leaves was a magical sight.


“Wow!” Asuna marveled, walking right past me as I writhed and clutched my tailbone. I spun around halfway on my rear end to take in the sight. She stopped ahead and spun around in the narrow band of light, drinking in the panorama of thick, endless forest.


“Incredible…Just this sight was worth all of the trouble to get here!”


The hood of her familiar wool cape was pulled back, so the glint of light reflecting off her long brown hair caught my eye. With her slender build and elegant beauty, Asuna looked more like a frolicking forest dryad than a human player.


“…Yeah. It really was,” I murmured and got to my feet. I straightened my leather coat and stretched. Even the air seemed to be sweeter and moister here, full of rich phytoncides…I could imagine.


I turned back to see that we’d just walked out of an ancient stone structure built into the roots of a particularly huge tree, the mouth of the staircase yawning and black. Within twenty minutes, the other frontline players would be wrapping up their tasks and coming out of this exit.


“And now,” I murmured, opening my window and starting up an instant message to Argo the Rat. I told the information dealer that she should inform the public that the second floor had been conquered, and the teleport gate to the third floor would be open within an hour. She’d been present in the boss chamber but had disappeared before the fight was over, so this was just in case.


The task set to me by Lind, leader of the raid party, was complete. I closed the window and took another look around the forest.


I wanted to stand around and enjoy the feeling of satisfaction at reaching the third floor, but time was of the essence. Like any other new floor, there was shopping to be done, quests to undertake, and levels to gain. But before any of that, I had to confirm something with my temporary party member.


I steeled myself for the task, sidled up to Asuna as she continued to soak in the scenery, and coughed politely.


“Um, I hate to interrupt your leisure…”


“…What is it?”


She turned to me, a rare smile on her face. I drew her gaze north with the point of my index finger. A stone path leading away from the structure behind us split into a Y-intersection just twenty yards ahead.


“If we turn right up there, it goes to the main city. The left side takes us through the forest for a while, and eventually to the next town.”


“…I see.”


“Normally, we ought to go to the city and activate the portal, but I’d prefer to leave that up to Lind and Kibaou’s teams, since they’ll be coming right up after us.”


“……I see.”


“Part of it is because I don’t want the attention, but the other part is that there’s a task we can take care of if we go down the left path. I realize both of those reasons are my own personal rationale, so…”


The grin on her face began to fade. In fact, there was a threatening glare forming in her eyes. It finally dawned on me that if I chose my words poorly here, I would be earning myself the full and mighty wrath of one of Asuna’s bad moods—I just didn’t know the rules of how to avoid that.


“…And?” she prompted, her voice cool.


“Um…well…we do need to restock on supplies, so if you wanted to just go straight to the main city, I suppose we’d have to break up our party here…But of course, if you wanted to join me in tackling this quest in the forest, I wouldn’t try to convince you to reconsider…”


“If you’re asking me if I don’t want to break up the party, then no, I have no problem with that. We’re both solo players, unless I’m sorely mistaken?”


“Y-yes, ma’am.”


“But this errand you’re talking about is best if taken care of first, I assume? In that case, I’ll join you—I hate being inefficient. Of course, if you’d rather kick me out of the party so you can reap the benefits all to yourself, I suppose I can’t stop you.”


“N-no, no, I don’t want to be selfish at all. Besides, it’ll be more efficient for us as a group.”


“Then let’s get going. I won’t need to restock and repair for a little while yet.”


“G-great.”


She turned on her heel and strode off down the path, her boots clicking on the stones. I hurried after her, inwardly deciding that I’d just barely slid in safe, though I had no idea what I was safe from exactly.


If I’d known it would come to this, I would have talked to the girls in class more often, I silently rued, then snorted in denial. If I was playing a middle schooler with that kind of character build, I wouldn’t have been ready to log in to the retail version of SAO five seconds after the servers went online, and I’d never be walking through this fantastical forest with this fickle fencer in the first place. It was a pointless conjecture.


Speaking of which…


In the month that I’d been trapped in this castle, I’d been hell-bent on survival, on powering myself up through whatever means I could find. Had I ever even stopped to regret my decision to jump into Sword Art Online?


Regret would be the normal choice. Anyone who didn’t regret getting stuck in here was insane. But no matter how far back I scrolled through my emotional event log, despite the presence of terror or homesickness, there were no hits for “regret.”


So either I was insane, or the circumstances never gave me enough breathing room to even consider regretting my choice. If it was the latter, then the fencer strolling along ahead of me was part of those circumstances. I’d spent so much time catering to her whims and needs that perhaps regret and other negative emotions simply couldn’t find any purchase in my brain…


No, don’t you dare start to thank her! She’s torn you a new one ten times more often than she’s ever shown any gratitude!


I picked up my pace to draw even with my casual partner.


Based on my beta experience, I knew that for the thirty minutes or so between the previous floor’s boss’s being slain and the teleport gate being activated, the spawn rate of monsters was drastically decreased.


I suspected that it was a gift to those weary champions, to ensure that they didn’t get wiped out by mobs before they could reach the gate of the next floor’s main town. Sadly, that effect was only active around the town itself.


After five minutes of walking through the forest, I sensed a shift in the surrounding air, even before my Search skill went off. The beautiful, fairy-tale forest seemed to grow harder and more menacing with every step.


“Listen up, Asuna. The enemies here aren’t any tougher than the ones on the second floor. They’re mostly animals and plants, too, so they won’t use sword skills on us,” I explained. She nodded silently.


“But there’s one pattern all the mobs here employ: They’re going to try to draw us into the forest and away from the path during battle. If you charge forward every time they give you an opening, you’ll be totally lost by the time you win the fight.”


“Can’t you just open your map and see the places that you’ve walked already?”


“The thing is…” I waved my right hand to open the menu, flipped to the map, and enabled visible mode to show it to Asuna.


“Oh…It’s all dim,” she remarked. Indeed, while normally most of the map would be grayed out with clear little 3-D models of where we’d already been, the current map screen was dim and hazy, as if obscured by mist. Even squinting closely at it did not reveal the location of the path.


“This area has a name: the Forest of Wavering Mists. The map’s hard to read, and occasionally you walk into mist so thick, you can barely see a thing. So the ironclad rule around here is, don’t leave the path or your party. Keep that in mind at all times.”


“Understood. So why don’t you give me a demonstration?”


“Huh?”


“Something’s watching us back there.”


I slowly turned around. Off the path, at the very lip of the woods, stood—no, grew—a thin, withered tree. Its pale yellow trunk was only a foot and a half thick and six feet tall, far smaller than the behemoth specimens all around. But pale lights shone in two small knotholes in the bark, and the branches stretching out to the sides waved like slender claws.


The dried-out tree and I stared at each other for several seconds. Eventually it pulled a creaking root out of the ground and stepped forward. Next, the left root pulled out for a step, and it began to walk toward me. The wobbling steps soon turned to a full-speed dash. A third knothole opened beneath the other two, and the tree warbled a howl.


“Molooo!”


The Treant Sapling had several special abilities, one of which was that when it stood perfectly still, it wouldn’t set off my Search skill. I was so absorbed in my explanation that I must have walked right past it.


Constant vigilance! I admonished myself, reaching over my shoulder to pull my beloved Anneal Blade +6 from its sheath.


Three minutes later, I’d cut off both of the arm branches, and Asuna had penetrated its mouth knothole with her Wind Fleuret +5. The treant moaned sadly and exploded into polygonal shards.


We fist-bumped in celebration and put away our swords. Despite my warning, I’d fallen for the tree’s deceptive flipping of its front and rear sides, and wandered five yards into the forest. That wasn’t a big problem now, but when the mists were out, even ten yards’ distance could be disastrous.


As she walked down the old stone path, Asuna said, “I feel a bit…guilty about that.”


“Oh?”


“Well, that tree monster was a sapling, right? It’s not very eco-friendly to cut it down like that.”


“M-maybe, but you wouldn’t be saying that if you saw the Elder Treant that he’d grow into. You’d be saying we gotta chop that sucker down now while we got the chance!”


“…Don’t talk like that. I get enough of it from Kibaou,” she warned.


We returned to the path and shared a short sigh of relief. The angle of the golden light from overhead was changing already, but we had plenty of time until nightfall.


“So, it should be right around here…”


“What is? Oh, that task you said you wanted to take care of.”


“Yes. We’re just initiating a quest…but the starting location of the NPC is a bit random. How are your ears, Asuna?”


I gave her a glance and saw that the fencer was backing away, holding her hands over her cute little pink ears.


“…Is that what you’re into, Kirito? You have an ear thing?”


“N-n-no! I was referring to your hearing, not the shape of your ears…”


“I’m just kidding. Besides, this situation has nothing to do with our hearing. We’re listening with our brains, not our eardrums.”


“Ah, good point. Well, let’s try to find it. If only one of us had the Eavesdropping skill.”


I straightened my back and cupped my palms behind my ears, knowing it was probably pointless. Asuna followed my example.


“So what sound am I listening for? Don’t tell me it’s a single leaf falling.”


“Don’t worry, it’s not a natural sound. We’re trying to find the clanging of sword on sword.”


Asuna looked startled for a moment, then nodded her understanding.


We stood in the middle of the path, our backs pressed together, focusing in all four directions with four ears. I often ignored them, but there was actually quite a lot of atmospheric noise in the game. The whistling of the breeze and rustling of leaves, scampering critters and chirping songbirds—I shut each and every one of those sounds out of my mind, searching for the harsh, artificial clang of metal on metal.


“…!”


Asuna and I twitched together. I turned to my right, and Asuna to her left…to the southwest. There was a faint but distinct clashing of blades coming from that direction.


“Let’s go,” I said, striding forward. Asuna pulled my coat from behind.


“Is it safe to go into the forest?”


“Don’t worry, as long as we start the quest safely, we’ll be able to return to the path.”


“…And what if we don’t?”


“Not a problem—I have a camping set. Let’s go!”


As I trotted off into the woods, I heard a skeptical “Camping?” It quickly turned to footsteps.


Away from the stone path, the ground was soft and mossy, with just enough give to be noticeable, but not uncomfortable to walk on. I wove around trunks left and right, trailing the source of the sound. Coming across any monsters here would disrupt our search, so I gave any cursors that popped up in my Search range a wide berth. The last thing I wanted to see was another treant, and fortunately we did not run across any.


After less than five minutes of jogging, the clanging of metal was much louder than before, joined by shouts and screams. Two NPC cursors appeared directly ahead, followed by the flashes of colliding swords peeking through the branches.


One more massive tree trunk, and we’d be at the battleground. I stopped before we rounded the tree and held Asuna back with an outstretched arm, holding up my index finger in a shushing motion. We leaned around the trunk to peer at the same time.


Two silhouettes were locked in fierce combat in the middle of a wide clearing.


One was a tall man wearing gleaming metal armor of gold and green. Even at a glance, it was clear that his longsword and buckler were high-level equipment. His long, platinum blond hair was tied at the back, and his face was that of a dashing Scandinavian lead actor in a Hollywood film.


The other combatant stood out in stark relief, with black-and-purple armor. The curved saber and small kite shield were dark in color but equally powerful. The fighter’s hair was short and smoky purple, which combined with darkly tanned skin, was strikingly beautiful. Luscious red lips and a swelling curve on the breastplate made it clear that the dark fighter was a woman.


“Haah!”


The blond man let out a fierce roar and swung down his sword.


“Shaa!”


The purple-haired woman struck back with her saber. A fierce clang echoed throughout the clearing, and the flashing light effect lit the deep forest for an instant.


“A-are those…really NPCs…?” Asuna murmured below me, her voice filled with wonder.


I understood how she felt. Their precise movements and realistic expressions were so lifelike, it was hard to see them as soulless avatars under the control of the game system. But…


“Technically, they’re classified as mobs. Look at their ears.”


“Huh…? Oh! They’re both pointy. Which means…”


“The man is a forest elf. The woman is a dark elf. Look above their heads.”


Asuna’s eyes traveled up a bit. She murmured in surprise again.


Both warriors had a golden ! mark above their heads. That was proof that they were quest-initiating NPCs. Normally, walking up and starting a conversation would automatically open up a quest log. But in this case…


“What does it mean that they both have quest marks and are fighting each other…?”


“It’s simple—you can only accept one. I need you to make a very important choice here, Asuna,” I said. She took her eyes off the elves and looked at me.


“A choice?”


“Yeah. The quest they’ll give us isn’t a one-off quest, or even a series of quests. It’s the first major campaign quest in the game. It lasts through several floors and won’t wrap up until we get to the ninth.”


“N—”


Ninth?! she was going to scream, but clamped her mouth shut in time. Her hazelnut-brown eyes were wide with shock. Secretly enjoying her surprise, I added another bombshell.


“And if you screw up along the way, there are no do-overs. No switching to the opposing side, either. The choice you make here is going to last us until the ninth floor of Aincrad.”


“Excuse me…Couldn’t you have told me this earlier…?” Her face went from anger to indecision. “Wait, opposing side? Does that mean those two elves…?”


“Exactly. We have to choose one to save and one to fight. Which one will it be: black or white?”


Asuna gave me a scorchingly appraising look. “This isn’t a real choice, is it? Maybe if this was a regular game, but not now. We have to follow the same route you took in the beta. In fact…I’m positive that I can guess exactly which one you chose.”


Now it was my turn to clam up uncomfortably. Her cold gaze bored into my face, and she spoke with absolute conviction.


“You chose the dark elf lady, didn’t you?”


“Y-yes, I did…b-but not because she was a lady. Because she was dark.”


But I knew that excuse wouldn’t fly. Asuna stood up straight and turned away in a huff.


“Well, fine. I would never take the side of a man to cut down a woman, anyway. Let’s help out the dark elf and defeat the forest elf. Agreed?” She hurried to pop out of our hiding spot, but I grabbed the back of her hood first.


“W-wait, wait, wait. One important thing first!”


“What?”


“Well, um…Just so you know, even if we help the dark side, there’s no way we can beat the forest elf.”


“Wh…what?!”


Her eyes went wide. I put a hand on her slender shoulder to calm her down. “As you can probably tell from the tough-looking gear, they’re both elite mobs. You don’t find Forest Elven Hallowed Knights or Dark Elven Royal Guards until the seventh floor. No matter how much of a safety margin we’re working with, we only just made it to the third floor. We can’t win.”


“Then…what do we do? I mean…if we die in this fight…”


“Don’t worry, there’s no death if we lose. Once we’re down half our HP, the fighter we’re helping will use her secret attack to win. We just have to keep focused on defense. Don’t panic when he starts chopping our HP away, just stay calm and wait for the lady to do her thing. Losing control and running around is the worst thing that can happen here—you never know when you might pull in a nearby mob by accident.”


“…All right.”


“Good.” I patted her shoulder and let go. “Then we’ll jump out on the count of three. The quest starts automatically when we get near, so just stay next to me.”


She nodded in understanding, and I lined up next to her, counted to three, and said a silent apology.


There was one thing I hadn’t told Asuna. When we jumped in to save the dark elf—her name was Kizmel—she would unleash her forbidden art to save us from the forest elf knight, dying in the process. If we chose the opposite route and helped the forest elf, he would do the same thing. No matter the choice, both elves would die in this clearing, and we’d be embroiled in the war of the two races. That was the start of a long, long campaign…an epic tale.


“…Two, one, go!”


We leaped out into the clearing. The battling elves looked at us momentarily, then jumped backward to keep distance between them. Each of the ! marks turned into a ? to indicate a quest in progress.


“What is humankind doing in this forest?” the male elf demanded.


“Do not interfere! Begone from this place!” ordered the dark elf.


We had the option of leaving, of course. But that was beside the point of being here. Asuna and I made eye contact, drew our swords—and leveled the points at the gaudy forest elf’s chest.


His handsome features grew cold and furious. The yellow event-related mob cursor gained a blinking red border, a warning that the target was about to turn aggressive.


“You fools…For the crime of siding with this dark elf scum, your blood will quench my sword’s thirst.”


“That—”


“That’s right, but it’s you who will perish, you wife-abusing pig!” Asuna retorted, stealing my one-liner and adding a dubious charge of domestic abuse. The forest elf’s cursor shifted from pale yellow to a menacing dark crimson. Before I could even note the foreboding tint of red, the man put on a beautiful but haughty smile.


“So be it! I will start with you, humans.”


“Remember, just focus on defense!” I called out to Asuna, focusing on his longsword.


Of course, we’ll only last three minutes at best, I silently added. But when I glanced over at my partner’s face, I felt a distinct sense of unease. Even in the short time I’d known her, I could recognize the expression she was wearing now: the one that said she was dead set on something.


“Um…focus…defense?”


“I know, I know!” she snapped, but there was a ferocious glint to the rapier clutched in her right hand.


Twenty minutes later.


“This…can’t be happening…” the forest elf muttered as he collapsed to the ground.


“This…can’t be happening…” I repeated, blinking in surprise as I checked to confirm that his HP bar did indeed read zero. In contrast, both Asuna and my HP bars were at half, just before we would reach the yellow zone. During the beta, I’d been in a party of four, and we’d been thrashed in just two minutes.


“…Well. He wasn’t so tough, after all.”


I looked over to see Asuna, back straight despite her obvious fatigue. A few feet to her left was the dark elf, dark saber and gaze pointed right at the fallen foe.


Ya shoulda died, missy, echoed a mysterious, unsourced phrase inside my head. Kizmel the dark elf knight looked up at me.


Her onyx eyes seemed to be filled with shock, bewilderment, and an unanswered question of what she should do next. But that had to be my imagination.


I prayed it was my imagination.
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IF THIS QUEST, THE “JADE KEY,” HAD DEVELOPED AS IT happened in the beta, the following should have occurred.


Whether we allied with the forest elf or the dark elf, ultimately both would end up dead. The elf we sided with would remain alive for a few seconds extra, long enough to say, “Deliver this key to such and such,” before perishing. The such and such being either the forest elf base on the north end of the woods or the dark elf base to the south. Once the bodies had vanished, a small bag of sewn leaves would be left behind, containing a large and beautiful key carved of green stone.


At that point, of course, the player was to take the key to the northern or southern camp; they could sell it at an NPC shop if they wished, but that would permanently prevent them from finishing the quest. If properly delivered without falling into temptation, the commander at the elf base would part with a special reward and the initiation of the next quest.


But I had no idea there was a different branching pathway in the quest, one in which the elf ally survived the battle. If I didn’t know it, no one else did—even Argo. We had to expect a totally new and unfamiliar story ahead.


A short distance away from me, Asuna, and the still-silent dark elf Kizmel, the forest elf’s body disappeared with a brief crackle. We received considerable amounts of experience and col, along with a couple rare items, but I didn’t have time to check that now.


A familiar bag of leaves was lying on the ground where the forest elf’s body had been. Abandoned items had to be claimed soon, before they disappeared into thin air, but I wasn’t even sure if I was supposed to pick this one up. What if I touched it, and that was the trigger that turned Kizmel hostile?


“Umm…gee, what’s this?” I said unconvincingly. Asuna bent down to pick up the key as though nothing was out of the ordinary, so I hastily grabbed the hood of her cape, which earned me a furious glare. Finally, Kizmel reacted.


She bent over and cradled the bag carefully in her black leather gloves. An exhalation of relief left her lips as she held it to her chest.


“…At least we can protect the sanctuary now,” she murmured to herself, put the bag in her waistpouch, and stood up to face us. The subtle way the ferocity returned to her eyes despite her wavering hesitation didn’t seem possible for a mere simple system-controlled object.


“I must thank you,” she said, her armor clanking as she bowed in salute. “The first secret key has been protected. Your assistance is appreciated. Come with me to our base, and the commander will wish to reward you for your help.”


Again, a ? appeared over her head to indicate quest progress. I was inwardly relieved, though I did my best not to show it. It seemed that the quest would proceed as normal, even after we beat the forest elf ourselves.


However, my original plan was to butt into their fight, let both elves perish, get the key, and return to the main town. We hadn’t taken a break to refresh and resupply since beating the second-floor boss. The elation at reaching a new floor was masking my fatigue, but exhaustion here was mental rather than physical and hit the player like a ton of bricks out of nowhere. My current partner Asuna had passed out from extreme exhaustion right after our first meeting down in the first-floor labyrinth. While it was rare to get that far, lapses of concentration led to mistakes, and controlling that fatigue safely was a vital tool for any solo player.


I peered sidelong at the fencer. She took a step forward without a glance at me and spoke to Kizmel herself.


“In that case, we’d be honored.”


“…”


I wasn’t the only one who held my tongue. Kizmel stared at Asuna in silence. NPCs in Aincrad—technically, the dark elf Kizmel was classified as a mob—did not respond to player comments unless they came in a clear yes or no form.


I coughed awkwardly, ready to give a simpler answer, but before I could get the words out of my mouth, the knight nodded and spun around.


“Very well. The base camp is through the south end of the woods.”


My quest log updated, and the ? over her head vanished. At the same time, a message appeared to the upper left indicating that a third party member had joined, and a fresh new HP bar was added to the list.


Kizmel strode off coolly, and Asuna sprang after her. I stood rooted to the spot for three seconds before hurrying off to catch up.


The elf must have picked up an affirmative nuance from Asuna’s reply. But as far as I knew, the NPCs in the beta test had nowhere near that kind of conversation ability.


Perhaps it was as simple as the NPCs’ response database being expanded between the end of the beta and the start of the retail game. But something about Kizmel’s speech and expressions felt too natural for that to explain it. She was just like any other player.


I walked at the rear of the three-man team, examining her color cursor just to be sure. It was the yellow of an NPC—technically, an event mob—and her name was listed as KIZMEL: DARK ELVEN ROYAL GUARD. Players weren’t allowed to replicate monster titles within their names, so this was proof that Kizmel was indeed nothing more than a moving object controlled by the system. If SAO was a normally functioning game, there might be a faint chance that she was actually being played by a member of the game staff, but that couldn’t be true now that it was deadly.
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…It must be my imagination.


I sped up to draw even with the two women.


Being an overpowered beater might have created a dangerously unpredictable set of circumstances in this case, but there was one way in which it was a definite improvement.


Reaching the dark elf base required venturing off the path and through the woods, increasing the chances of enemy encounters. And given the thick, obscuring mists that gave the forest its name, it was all too easy to lose sight of one’s location.


But Kizmel served us valuably in more ways than one: Her saber made quick work of any foes who happened across our path, and as an elf, she seemed to know exactly which way to go through the heavy mist. As an admirer of efficiency, I considered taking this opportunity to wander around and fight more mobs with Kizmel, but I thought better of it. I didn’t want to give the proud, elite elf warrior a reason to be angry with me.


So it only took fifteen minutes of hiking through the misty forest to reach the sight of many black flags rippling in the breeze.


“That didn’t take very long,” Asuna said next to me, and I had to reluctantly agree. Kizmel stopped marching and turned around to face us. She spoke with what I thought was a note of pride in her voice.


“A Forest-Sinking charm has been cast on the camp. You would not have found it so easily without me.”


“Ooh, a charm? Is that like magic? I thought there wasn’t any magic in this world,” Asuna boldly remarked. I felt a chill run down my back. Aside from her overly informal tone, I wasn’t sure if what Asuna said was even understandable to the NPC and her preset array of responses. It felt like Kizmel might not be able to answer it, even if she understood the meaning.


The reason magic didn’t exist in SAO was to allow the player to experience melee combat firsthand in the VRMMO environment—they didn’t want to turn it into a long-distance shooter.


“Listen, Asuna, that’s not…” I started, trying to help Kizmel out by explaining the concept. But once again, my consideration was totally unnecessary.


“…Our charms are not up to the level of magic,” the dark elf said, her long eyelashes low. “If anything, they are just a faint afterglow of the great magic of old. When we were cut free from the earth, the people of Lyusula lost all magic…”


The shock of what she’d said hit me five seconds later—that was as long as it took to actually process what she’d said.


We lost all magic because we were cut free from the earth.


I had a feeling that she wasn’t just giving an explanation of why magic skills didn’t exist in Sword Art Online. This might be something that corresponded directly to the existence of the floating castle, Aincrad.


Now that I thought about it, I’d never had any exposure to the background story of SAO. I tore through countless articles and interviews after the game was first announced, but nothing more was said about the setting other than that it was a floating castle in the sky made of a hundred floors with their own little world maps. This was strange, because whether single player or multiplayer, the background story of an RPG, of how the world came to be, was usually just as important as the concrete game system itself.


Even in the beta test, the background of the world was opaque. I completed this campaign quest back then, but I recalled the story being rather simple and unconnected to the origins of Aincrad—the forest elves and dark elves were fighting over some holy “sanctuary,” whatever that actually was.


When the retail game launched and promptly trapped all of its guests inside, I felt like I understood why the background of SAO was such a blank slate.


The lack of story, of any kind of descriptive background, was a challenge from the developer himself. Kayaba was telling us, The stage is set; it’s up to you to create the story now.


That was just my imagination talking, of course, but it didn’t seem very farfetched at this point. In that case, the words of Kizmel the elf knight—as an extension of the SAO system—surpassed even Kayaba’s intentions.


I was possessed by an urge to overwhelm the elven knight with questions as we walked. Whether this “Lyusula” was a continent, a kingdom, or a city. Why the dark elves were torn from their home. Why they were trapped here in this floating castle. What this castle really was, and why it had been built.


Most likely, none of that information had any bearing on our primary goal: beating the game and returning to reality. The only reason I had started this campaign quest was for the plentiful experience points and high-level rewards. There was no emotional attachment to the dark elf forces. If Asuna had insisted, I would have sided with the forest elf man against Kizmel earlier.


I stifled my sudden burst of curiosity with a deep breath and continued my silent march behind the knight.


As we approached the swirling black flags, the mists suddenly cleared away as though they’d never been there, and my field of vision returned.


We were very close to the southern end of the forest; sharp-cut rock walls extended left and right. A narrow passage barely fifteen feet wide proceeded through the rock, slim pillars on either side. Atop the poles flew the landmark black flags, adorned with crests of horns and blades.


Standing before the two poles were dark elf soldiers, proudly bearing glaives and wearing heavier armor than Kizmel’s—though still light compared to the variety available to players. Our companion strode up to the guards.


When I did this quest in the beta, Kizmel had perished against the forest elf, and our party of four had to approach these guards without a go-between. But it was this situation that had me more nervous. Asuna leaned over and whispered, “I might as well ask…We’re not going to have to fight in this base camp, are we?”


“We won’t…We shouldn’t. As long as we don’t attack any of them, at least. Or maybe they just cancel your progress and kick you out…”


“You’d better not attempt to find out.” She glared at me, then summoned her courage and picked up the pace.


Fortunately, the guards did nothing worse than glare suspiciously as we passed them. After a short walk through the narrow passage, it opened wide into a round space a good fifty yards across. About twenty tents of black and purple in various sizes filled the space as glamorous dark elves strode about the grounds—all in all, an impressive sight.


“Wow…the camp’s a lot bigger than it was in the beta,” I murmured, quiet enough so Kizmel couldn’t hear. Asuna looked at me doubtfully.


“Was it in a different place before?”


“Yeah, but that’s not a strange thing. Most of these locations related to the campaign are temporary instances.”


“Inse…tanse?”


Asuna had brushed up furiously on her gaming lingo in the last month, but this term was unfamiliar. I explained as we walked toward the largest tent in the back of the canyon.


“It’s a location that’s created temporarily for each party taking on the quest, I guess you could say. See, we’re going to talk to the dark elf leader to advance the quest, but if another party comes along, that makes it complicated, doesn’t it? Some quests are like the ‘Herbs of the Forest’ quest on the first floor, and they just shut off the area from general access if someone’s talking to the NPC.”


“So…you’re saying that you and I have temporarily vanished from the third-floor map to move to this base?”


“That’s right,” I said, impressed by the speed of her understanding.


She narrowed her eyes and gave me a searing look.


“We can leave anytime, right?”


The proceedings had been rather irregular, but the meeting with the commander of the dark elf advance forces went smoothly. Of course, being presumably stronger than Kizmel, the commander could have slaughtered us in seconds if anything went wrong.


He was delighted at the safe return of Kizmel and the Jade Key, granting us considerable rewards and equipment. Even better, we had our choice of several items. The saber decorated like Kizmel’s sword drew my eye, but my Anneal Blade +6 was stronger, so I settled on a ring that added a point to strength. Asuna made a similar decision, choosing an earring with +1 to agility.


The commander finished by initiating a new quest, the second leg of the campaign, and Asuna and I left the tent.


Back in the grassy canyon, the ceiling formed by the floor above that acted as our sky was turning the color of sunset. It had to be close to five o’clock. Now that my nerves had eased, fatigue was thudding down. It was time to rest for the day.


Kizmel stretched in a realistically natural way and turned to us, a hint of a smile on her lips.


“Warriors of humankind, allow me to thank you again for your help. I hope that you will assist in our next operation.”


“W-we’d be happy to help.”


“Now that I think on it, I have not heard your names yet. What are they?”


My eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets again. I’d never been asked my name by a mob before—no, I couldn’t keep treating her like a monster. She was an NPC.


“Um…my name is Kirito.”


“Ah, your human names are difficult to pronounce. Is it…Kirito?” Her intonation was slightly off, so I repeated myself.


“Kirito.”


“Kirito.”


“That’s perfect.”


That must have been the system sequence to fine-tune name pronunciation. Somewhat relieved that she was finally doing something recognizably NPC-like, I watched Kizmel repeat the process with Asuna.


Once she was satisfied she’d learned the way our names were said, the lady knight continued, “Kirito, Asuna, please call me Kizmel. I will leave the timing of our departure up to you. If you wish to return to your human town, I can send you nearby with another charm, or you can spend the night in one of our tents.”


Finally, something going exactly as I remembered, I thought.


Back in the beta, I took a fair number of naps in the tents to save time on the travel back to town. The beds were nice, the food was good, and most importantly, both were free. It only lasted while the quest was active, but it would be a waste not to take advantage of that value.


Asuna read my mind like a book. With an exasperated shrug of her shoulders, she answered, “In that case, we will gratefully accept your hospitality.”


“Perhaps you should save your thanks. After all…”


That’s right, this is how it…wait, that’s not right.


At this point, we’d been granted the use of an empty tent, as its owner had died at the start of the quest. In other words, it was originally Kizmel’s sleeping chamber that me and my three party members (all men) had borrowed. But now the lady knight was alive. Which meant…


“…without a spare tent, you will need to share mine. It will be a tight fit for all three of us, but you are welcome.”


“No, we’d be happy to—three of us?”


Asuna stopped still. Kizmel seemed to be waiting for a more definitive statement, so I picked up the slack.


“Thank you. We’d be happy to use it.”


“Good. I will be here within the grounds, so call upon me if you should need anything. So long for now.”


The proud dark elf bowed again and strode off toward the dining tent. Asuna was frozen in place for three whole seconds, then turned toward me, her face shifting through about three different expressions.


“Is it possible to back out and have her charm us over to the town?”


Sadly, I knew the answer already. One of our party in the beta had tried that very thing. As a beater, it was my duty to pass on the information in my pocket.


“Um…no.”


As with the base camp itself, Kizmel’s tent had been upgraded significantly since the beta.


The owner had described it as a “tight fit for three,” but in reality, six of us could have set up beds with room to spare. Thick, luxurious pelts were spread across the ground, easily comfortable enough to sleep on until the morning.


The tent fabric that served as walls was thick and woven as well, enough to block out all sound from the outside. In front of the center pillar was an oddly shaped heater that emitted an orange glow and pleasant warmth.


I walked into the center of the pleasant, comfortable space and sat down, sighing in contentment. Lazily, I lifted a hand to open my window and slowly removed my sword and various articles of armor.


When I rolled onto my back, I accidentally met the cold glare of Asuna. The fencer took a few steps over to me and gently nudged my side with the tip of her boot.


I submitted to her silent pressure, rolling over and over until I hit the left wall of the tent, at which point Asuna removed her boot.


“That’s your spot. Imagine there’s a border right here.” She traced an imaginary line with her boot about a third of the way into the tent.


I had to find out. “And…what happens if I attempt to invade your border?”


“This camp isn’t considered a safe zone, is it?”


“I read you loud and clear,” I said, nodding on the ground. She smiled back and walked to the other end of the room. The round tent was about twenty-five feet across, so there was quite a distance from wall to wall. I watched her cross, then remove her breastplate and rapier, shaking out her long hair before she sat atop the furs. She leaned her back against a pillar and mulled something over for a moment before putting her long boots in storage as well.


Asuna stretched out her long, white-socked feet, looked up at the ceiling, and let out a slow, steady sigh. When she eventually looked over toward me, I was rudely staring back. I glanced away hastily and babbled in a high voice.


“So, um, I don’t mind sleeping outside, if you prefer. I’ve got a sleeping bag and everything…”


“It’s fine, as long as you respect the border,” she responded, her voice surprisingly neutral. I hazarded another glance across the tent. Asuna was rubbing the furs on the ground with her hand as she changed the topic to something that had caught her interest.


“So, about this quest series…I’m not quite sure of the point of it yet. It’s not something about how either the dark elves or forest elves are good or evil, right?”


“Eh? Um…yeah, that’s right. Assuming the gist of it is the same as in the beta, there’s a floor above with a place called the Sanctuary, with some incredibly powerful item sealed inside of it. And the dark elves and forest elves are fighting over it.”


“Hmm…So that key in the bag of leaves was to the Sanctuary?”


“Yep. If I remember correctly, there are six of them in total, hidden across all the floors, so collecting them is the main focus of the quest.”


“I see…That’s what I was wondering about. You said that when we first spotted Kizmel and the forest elf fighting, we could choose which side to help, right?”


“I did.”


“Which means that some players could choose to side with the forest elves, and be working the other side of the story at the same time as us, right?”


“That’s right,” I said and finally realized what Asuna was getting at. “Oh, and you’re wondering that if we come across players working on the forest elf side while we’re doing the quest…”


“…maybe we’ll end up competing or fighting with them,” she finished, her eyebrows knitted in concern. I put on an awkward smile to reassure her.


“Don’t worry, it won’t come to that. It’s not like those quests to kill a certain number of enemies or collect a certain amount of loot, where you have to compete with other players to reach your allotted total. These story-style quests make it so that each player or party has their own independent, um, whatchacallit…”


I tried to frame it in a way that a beginner to MMOs would understand, but Asuna had already pieced it together.


“Oh, like this base camp? So a number of different parties can be at different points in the story and reach completely different endings?”


“Yeah, that’s the gist of it. So we don’t have to worry about groups following the enemy camp’s quest trying to take the items from us. It’s not as if one side completing the quest successfully means the opposing side loses.”


“Ahh…”


Asuna nodded in apparent understanding, but her expression did not clear up in a way that suggested her fears had been eliminated. She heaved herself back up to sitting position and crossed her legs, facing me directly.


“Something still bothering you?”


“Umm, I’m not sure if it’s bothering me or just hard to grasp. If you’re right, and this base camp…instance? If a different one exists for every party doing the quest, then that means the same number of Kizmels and commanders exist, too. That seems kind of…”


“Ah, yeah…”


I finally understood the nature of Asuna’s confusion; it was the greatest contradiction of questing in an online game. Normally, an incident should only arise once. For instance, in the “Herbs of the Forest” quest from the first floor, the sickly girl Agatha required special healing herbs that could only be collected from plant-type monsters. I handily—okay, it wasn’t quite that easy—collected all of the quest materials, Agatha’s mother brewed a medicine from them, and the girl recovered.


But the next player who visited that house would find a sickly Agatha. As long as there were players to accept the quest, she was locked in an eternal cycle of painful disease and recovery.


The campaign quest Asuna and I had started was an expanded version of that concept. After a twenty-minute battle, we defeated the forest elf knight and saved Kizmel’s life, but as more players took on the quest after us, dozens, if not hundreds of Kizmels would die, along with a similar number of handsome forest elves.
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The design theme of this floor is “forest.” Unlike
the woods near Horunka on the first floor or the
southern area of the second floor, the third floor
is covered entirely by enormous ancient trees. The
southern area of this floor is called the Forest of
Wavering Mists, a baffling place choked with thick
fog. The main city of the third floor, Zumfut, is built
inside gigantic hollowed-out trees. There is a dark
elf stronghold at the south end of the forest and
a forest elf stronghold at the north end. These act
as the bases for each side of the campaign quest.

The bases have tents for sleeping, eating, and even
bathing, so players in the midst of the quest have
no need to return to town. A field boss guards the
tiny pass between the mountains, beyond which
is the northern area of the floor and the labyrinth
tower.

The boss of the third floor is Nerius the Evil Treant.
Nerius takes the form of a giant walking tree, and like
llifang the Kobold Lord and King Asterios, its attack
patterns have been changed from the beta test.

Map lllustration: Tatsuya Kurusu





