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Looking up, one could see a great many lights glimmering in the darkness.


They weren’t stars. Hanging from the vast dome above were countless stalactites, glowing faintly from within. In other words, the present location was the floor of a cavern, and the issue was the scale of it all.


The span from wall to distant wall was unfathomable. It had to be nearly twenty miles across in real distance. The height of the ceiling was at least five hundred yards, too. And across the floor spread a great many features: cliffs, valleys, lakes frozen white, and snowy peaks—even fortresses and keeps.


Calling it a cave did it no justice. It was an underground room, a subterranean world.


And in truth, it was just that. This world was what spread beneath the fairy land of Alfheim: a singular field of darkness and ice, prowled by terrifying Deviant Gods. Its name—


Jotunheim.
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“Bwa-chooey!”


Leafa the sylph warrior quickly covered her mouth with both hands after the very unladylike sneeze ripped its way free.


She glanced at the entrance to the shrine, imagining one of the enormous Deviant Gods peering inside of it at them, drawn by the sound. Fortunately, the only thing she saw was dancing snowflakes. As they approached the little fire flickering on the floor, the flakes melted away into nothing.


Leafa scrabbled back to the rear wall of the shrine, where she readjusted the collar of her heavy cloak and gave a single heavy sigh. Every time she felt the brief warmth of the little fire, fatigue crept closer, and she had to blink herself awake.


The stone shrine was small; less than fifteen feet in height or width. The walls and ceiling were covered in reliefs of frightening monsters, and the way they seemed to move with every flicker of the light made for a very uneasy atmosphere. But Leafa’s companion, sitting with his back against the wall, was nodding peacefully, unaware of and unconcerned with the eerie vibe.


“Hey! Get up!” she hissed, pulling his pointy ear, but he only murmured sleepily. On top of his knee, a tiny pixie was curled into a ball, fast asleep.


“Remember, if you fall asleep, you get logged out!”


She gave his ear another tug. This time, he flopped over on top of her thighs, wriggling in search of a more comfortable position.


With a squeak, she jerked her back straight, and she rapidly clenched and unclenched her hands in midair as she considered just how to strike the guy awake.


Then again, she couldn’t blame him for being tired.


The real-time clock in the lower-right corner of her vision told her it was after two in the morning. Leafa was normally fast asleep in her bed at this time of night.


Of course, Jotunheim—and Alfheim above it—were not actual fantasy realms. They were virtual worlds contained entirely within a server somewhere in Tokyo, the capital of Japan, on the planet Earth. Leafa and her partner were engaging in a full-dive simulation through an interface helmet called an AmuSphere.


Leaving this world was actually quite simple. A downward swipe with the first two fingers of her hand would call up a menu window with a log-out button. She could also lie down and fall asleep for real, during which time the machine would sense the change in her brain waves and log her out automatically. When she woke up in the morning, she’d be in her bed back in the real world.


But for right now, there was a reason she had to fight the fatigue that assaulted her. And it was for this reason that she made a fist and brought it down directly onto the spiky black hair of her companion.


The special yellow burst of light that indicated a manual attack was accompanied by a satisfying crunch, and her partner leaped up with a yelp. He looked around in a panic, head in his hands—only to see Leafa smiling at him.


“Good morning, Kirito.”


“G…good morning.”


Her companion was Kirito, a spriggan swordsman with lightly tanned skin and black hair. His rambunctious look—like that of any protagonist from a shonen manga—was currently being ruined by the pout on his lips.


“Was I…sleeping?”


“On top of my legs. You should be grateful I only punched you once.”


“…I’m sorry. If you want, you could take a nap on mine…”


“No, thank you!” She turned her head to the side and glanced at Kirito out of the corner of her eye. “If you’re done being an idiot, maybe you could share the brilliant escape plan you formulated in your dreams.”


“In my dream…Oh, yeah. I almost got to that giant pudding à la mode…”


It was stupid of me to expect anything better, she thought, slumping her shoulders. She looked to the shrine entrance again, but the only thing she saw amid the darkness was the flurry of snow dancing on the wind.


Leafa, Kirito, and the sleeping pixie Yui were trapped deep at the bottom of Jotunheim, and they couldn’t make their way back to the surface. This was the reason they couldn’t just log out.


If they wanted to, they could leave the game at any time. But the shrine was neither an inn nor a safe haven, so if they returned to reality, their avatars would be left behind as soulless husks.


Nothing seemed to draw the presence of monsters like an unattended avatar. Death came swiftly for helpless punching bags, and when they logged in next, they’d find themselves back at their save point: the sylph capital of Swilvane. And then what would their long journey from her character’s homeland have been for?


Leafa and Kirito were traveling to Alne, the capital city at the center of Alfheim. They’d left Swilvane earlier today—technically, it was yesterday. They’d flown over vast forests, raced through a long series of mine tunnels, and helped prevent a disastrous attack at the hands of the enemy salamanders, which earned them the gratitude of Lady Sakuya, leader of the sylphs. They’d left her side just after one o’clock.


Excluding bathroom breaks, they’d been in a continuous dive for over eight hours. Alne was still far off in the distance, and they didn’t seem likely to reach it any time soon, so the decision was made to call it a night at the nearest inn. They landed in a small village they’d just happened to cross in the midst of the forest.


If she’d only taken the trouble to call up a map, to confirm the name of the village and the presence of any inns. Instead…


“Who would have guessed that the entire village was just a giant monster in camouflage?” Kirito sighed, clearly retracing the same recent memory. She let out a long breath and agreed.


“Tell me about it…Who said there were no monsters on the Alne Plateau?”


“You did.”


“I have no recollection.”


They both sighed again.


When Leafa and Kirito first landed in the strange village, they were mystified by the lack of any NPC villagers. They had been walking into the largest building they could find, to look for a shopkeeper of some kind, when it happened.


The three buildings that made up the town crumbled simultaneously. They didn’t even have time to gasp in amazement at the inn suddenly turning into a slick, shining blob of flesh, as the ground beneath their feet split apart to reveal a dark red cave that squirmed and undulated. What they’d thought was a village was just the mouth of a horrifingly large wormlike monster, which had evolved to mimic an entire fairy settlement.


It swallowed Leafa, Kirito, and Yui instantly. Leafa was certain that being dissolved in stomach acid would be by far the worst way to die she’d ever experienced in her year of ALO.


Fortunately, they didn’t meet the earthworm’s taste; after a three-minute tour of its entire digestive tract, they were mercifully expelled. Skin crawling from the sticky substance covering her body, Leafa tried to stop her fall with her wings, only to get another shock.


She couldn’t fly. No matter how she tried to work the muscles around her shoulder blades to flap her wings, they provided no lift. She and Kirito fell through a featureless darkness and plunged deep into a bank of snow.


After flailing and struggling to work her head out from under the pile of snow, Leafa saw not the moon and twinkling stars of the night sky, but an endless ceiling of stone. A cave—so that was why she couldn’t fly. After close scrutiny of her surroundings, she saw a looming, inhuman form slowly prowling across the snows. It was clearly a Deviant God–level monster, something she’d only ever seen in pictures until now.


She quickly leaped to cover Kirito’s mouth before he could start shouting. Leafa realized that she had unintentionally made her first-ever trip to Jotunheim, the vast underground realm that was notoriously the most difficult region of ALO. Which meant the worm monster wasn’t designed to eat adventurers, but force them down into the land of ice.


They stayed still long enough to evade the attention of the five-story-tall creature as it shambled along on its many legs. Once free to move again, they trudged wearily on until they found the little shrine and decided to formulate a plan. Without the ability of flight, however, their options were limited. They’d been sitting along the wall of the shrine, staring at the little campfire for nearly an hour now, without any progress to show for it.


“Well, the problem is I don’t know a thing about this Jotunheim place, much less how to escape it…”


Kirito had shaken the sleep out of his eyes. He peered sharply into the darkness outside.


“Didn’t the leader of the sylphs say something about this when I handed her all my money? ‘You can’t make this kind of money without camping out to hunt Deviant Gods in Jotunheim,’ or something.”


“Yeah, she did,” Leafa agreed, traveling back through her memory.


Shortly before they were swallowed by the giant worm, Leafa and Kirito had saved a secret conference between the leaders of the sylphs and cait siths from a deadly ambush at the hands of enemy salamanders. After they did so, Kirito donated a massive sum of yrd to their war chest, at which point Lady Sakuya, leader of the sylphs, had made the previous remark.


“So where did you make such a preposterous amount of money, Kirito?”


Leafa’s sudden derailment was met with a hum of “ah, um, well…” followed by a muttered answer.


“I, erm, received that money. From a friend who’d played this game obsessively, then decided to retire from it…”


“Hmm.”


It was true that when players quit a game for good, they often passed on the cash and loot they’d stockpiled to a friend. That made enough sense to Leafa.


“So, what’s on your mind? Something the matter with Sakuya’s comment?”


“Well, based on the way she said it, there must be some players who do hunt down here, right?”


“There are…apparently.”


“Which means there must be other ways to get to and from this place that aren’t one-way routes like that worm monster.”


She nodded, finally understanding where he was going. “There are…apparently. I’ve never used them myself, since this is my first time here, but I’ve heard there’s a large dungeon at each of the four cardinal directions in Alne—and at the bottom of each is a staircase leading here, to Jotunheim. They should be…”


She waved a hand to bring up her menu and map. It displayed the large, flat circle that was Jotunheim, but because it was her first trip here, the entire map was grayed out aside from the small area that was their immediate surroundings. She touched the edges of the map—top, bottom, left, and right.


“Here, here, here, and here. Our current location is right between the center and the southwest edge of the map, so the closest staircase would be either west or south. However,” she said warily, “the dungeons that house the stairs are guarded by Deviant Gods, as you might expect.”


“What’re the stats on those things?” he asked airily. She gave him a withering look.


“I know you’re tough, but not this tough. From what I hear, a huge party of salamanders attempted to tackle Jotunheim right after it was first opened, and they got easily wiped out by the first Deviant God they faced. Remember how much trouble you had against General Eugene in that duel? Well, he didn’t last ten seconds against one.”


“…That’s saying something…”


“The current strategy requires at least eight people each to be heavily armored tanks, high-firepower damage dealers, and healers for backup. Two light-but-agile fighters are going to be squished like ants against one of them.”


“They’re formidable, then…”


Leafa glared at Kirito, who, his head bowed like he was nodding in agreement with her, was actually surreptitiously hiding the fact that his nostrils were flared with excitement. She added, “But I’d say it’s ninety nine percent likely we’ll never make it to one of the exits. Who knows how many Deviant Gods we’ll pull along the way, walking from this distance?”


“Really?…Well, I guess on this map we can’t just fly over them, huh…?”


“Right. We need sunlight or moonlight to recharge our wings, and that’s clearly in short supply in a cave. Apparently, if you play as an Imp, you can fly for a bit underground, though…”


She broke off and examined her wings. The pale green wings that marked Leafa as a sylph and Kirito’s gray spriggan ones were both dull and wilted. A fairy that couldn’t fly was just a human with pointy ears.


“So that leaves our final option as joining a big raiding party to help get us past those Deviant Gods to the surface…”


“That’s right,” Leafa agreed, looking outside the shrine.


The only things she could see through the dim, bluish gloom were endless snow, some forests, and an eerie castle looming over it all in the distance. Of course, if they got anywhere near that castle, they’d be greeted most unpleasantly by its monstrous boss and countless underling Deviant Gods. There was no sign of any other players.


“Jotunheim was recently added to the game to serve as the most difficult dungeon yet, for those who weren’t getting enough out of the dungeons on the surface. So there’re never more than ten parties down here at any time, from what I understand. The possibility that one of them might coincidentally pass right by this shrine is lower than us beating a Deviant God on our own…”


“A test of our real-life luck stat,” Kirito smiled weakly. He extended a finger and poked the head of the sleeping pixie on his knee. “Wake up, Yui.”


The tiny, pink-clad fairy batted her long eyelashes sleepily, then rose to a sitting position. She covered her mouth with one hand and stretched out the other with a wide yawn. Leafa was entranced by the adorable display.


“Aawh…Good morning, Papa, Leafa.” Her voice was as delicate and beautiful as the strumming of musical strings.


“Morning, Yui,” Kirito responded kindly. “I’m afraid it’s actually the middle of the night, and we’re underground. Do you think you could run a search to see if there are any players nearby?”


“Yep, sure thing. Just a moment, okay?…” She bobbed her head once and then closed her eyes.


Kirito’s little companion Yui was a Navigation Pixie, an in-game helper that anyone could buy for an extra fee. But as far as Leafa knew, Nav Pixies simply read out answers from the help system in a bland autogenerated voice. She’d never seen one with Yui’s rich emotional range. In fact, she’d never even heard of a pixie having an individual name and personality.


While she wondered if those things would naturally develop after summoning the same fairy enough times, Leafa waited for Yui’s search results.


The pixie’s eyes popped open nearly immediately, only to have her ears droop apologetically. She shook her silky black hair back and forth.


“I’m sorry—there were no player signals within the range of my data search ability. In fact, if I had been paying close enough attention to spot that the village was not marked on my map…”


Leafa felt compelled to reach out and stroke Yui’s hair, as the little fairy hung her head sadly.


“It’s not your fault, Yui. I kept you busy by asking you to keep an eye out for other players. You can’t blame yourself for this.”


“…Thank you, Leafa.”


As Leafa looked into those teary eyes, she couldn’t bring herself to believe that it was just a piece of program code. She put on her most heartfelt smile and stroked Yui’s tiny cheek before turning to Kirito.


“Well, at this point, I suppose it can’t be helped. We’ve just got to do what we can.”


“Do…what exactly?” Kirito blinked. This time, Leafa gave him a confident grin.


“See if we can make it to one of those staircases and up to the surface on our own. The only thing we accomplish by sitting here is wasting time.”


“B-but you said it was impossible…”


“I said it was ninety nine percent impossible. Let’s bet on that remaining one percent. If we pay close attention to the movement patterns and eyelines of the wandering Gods, we might just make it.”


“You’re so cool, Leafa!” Yui piped up, applauding. Leafa threw her a wink and got to her feet. But Kirito grabbed her sleeve and pulled her back down.


“Wh-what?”


She awkwardly fell on her bottom and was about to launch a protest when she saw those black eyes staring into her at close range. He had fixed her with a fierce glare, and his voice lost its earlier frivolity.


“No…I want you to log out. I’ll watch your avatar until it’s gone.”


“Huh? Wh-why?”


“It’s almost two thirty now. Aren’t you a student? You’ve been in a dive with me for eight hours already today. I can’t force you to spend any more of your time here.”


“. . .”


Leafa had no response to this sudden demand. Kirito continued.


“We don’t even know how long it will take to walk there in a straight line. Evading the search radius of those gigantic monsters could double the travel time. Even if we reach the staircase, it’ll be morning by then. I need to get to Alne at all costs, but it’s a weekday for you. I think you should log off.”


“I…I’m fine, I can handle one measly all-nighter,” she protested weakly, trying to put on a brave face.


But Kirito released her sleeve and bowed his head formally, attempting to force the conversation to a close.


“Thank you for everything, Leafa. It would have taken me days and days just to gather basic information about this world without you. It was only because of you that I could get this far in only half a day. I can never thank you enough.”


“. . .”


Leafa clutched her hands together, unable to bear the sudden pain that stung her breast. She didn’t know why she was hurting. But her lips moved automatically, pushing the trembling words out.


“…I didn’t do it just for you.”


“Huh…?”


Kirito raised his head, but Leafa firmly looked away, her voice hard.


“I came this far…because I wanted to. I thought you understood that. What do you mean, ‘force me to spend my time with you’? Did you think I was doing all of this against my will?”


The AmuSphere detected the emotions rising to the front of her mind, and translated them faithfully into teardrops welling in her eyes. She blinked furiously to stifle them. Yui looked at each of them with panic, and Leafa had to stand and face the exit to avoid her gaze.


“Today’s adventure was the most fun I’ve had since I started playing ALO. There was so much excitement and drama. Finally, finally, I was able to believe this world was another reality of its own, but now…”


She vigorously rubbed her eyes with her right arm and turned to run out into the darkness.


But before she could—


An alarming, bizarre sound, neither thunder nor tremor, sounded from very close by.


Brrroooo! It was a howl from the throat of an extremely large monster, no doubt about it. It was followed by thudding, groundshaking footsteps.


Oh no, I just had to shout and draw a Deviant God down on us! I’m so stupid, stupid, stupid, she thought to herself. But if there was one way to make up for her mistake, it was that she could run out into the open and draw the beast away.


Before she could move, Kirito was behind her, holding her arm back.


“Let me go! I’m going to pull the monster away so you can keep going,” she hissed, but he cut her off with a sharp glance.


“No, wait. Something’s wrong.”


“Wrong? What…?”


“It’s not one of them.”


She stopped to focus her ears—he was right. Aside from the low engine rumble of the Deviant God’s roar, there was a whistling sound, like wind through branches. Leafa held her breath and tried to shake his hand off her arm.


“If there are two of them, that makes it even more imperative! If either of them targets you, it’s all the way back to Swilvane to start over!”


“It’s not that, Leafa!” exclaimed Yui from Kirito’s shoulder. “The two approaching Deviant God monsters…are attacking each other!”


“Huh?”


Leafa blinked in surprise and listened again. Indeed, the rumbling footsteps were not the steady gallop of creatures approaching on a run, but the uneven pattern of two beasts circling each other.
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“B-but…why would two mobs be fighting each other…?” she muttered in shock, her crushing sadness instantly forgotten. Kirito seemed to have made up his mind.


“Let’s go out and see. This shrine isn’t much of a shelter, anyway.”


“G-good idea…”


Leafa joined Kirito and snuck out into the swirling snows and darkness, her hand on her katana hilt.


It only took a few steps for them to spot the Deviant Gods that were the source of the cacophony. The pair of monsters slowly approached from the east, like two small moving mountains. They were at least seventy feet tall, by any estimate. Both were the bluish-gray color unique to all Deviant Gods.


There was a slight difference in size between the two: The one that rumbled like an engine was larger than the one that whistled like the wind.


The bigger one might charitably have been described as humanoid. It was a giant with three faces stacked vertically, and four arms sprouting from its sides. Each of the faces was sputtering individually, stony and menacing like evil deities, and the combination of their muttering created that odd engine rumbling. The four arms each held a titanic sword, as crude and blocky as steel rebar from a construction site.


The smaller Deviant God was absolutely incomprehensible in design. The large ears and wide mouth were vaguely elephantine, but the body was flattened and round like a dumpling, supported by around twenty clawed legs. It was like a jellyfish with the head of an elephant. It reared up in an attempt to slash at the three-faced giant, but the whirlwind of those swords kept the creature from reaching its target. Each time the tip of one of the swords hit the dumpling body, filthy black liquid sprayed out like mist.


“Wh…what’s going on…?” Leafa wondered in amazement, all thoughts of hiding forgotten.


There were three basic scenarios in which monsters in ALO might fight one another.


The first was if one of the monsters was a pet that had been tamed by a cait sith player, who were known for their taming skill. The second was if a pooka charmed one with their characteristic battle songs. The third was if they’d been confused by illusion magic.


But none of those applied to this battle. A pet could be instantly identified by its light green cursor, but both Deviant Gods’ were the standard-monster yellow. There was no music, only rumbling, whistling, and shuffling footsteps. Nor was there any hint of the visual effects of illusion magic.


The two monstrous creatures continued their battle without a thought spared for their flabbergasted audience. After a few moments, it became apparent that the three-faced giant’s superiority over the jellyphant was decisive. One of its swords caught a clawed tentacle at the base. The appendage flew free and landed close enough to send vibrations through Leafa’s body.


“Um, do you think it’s dangerous to stand here?” Kirito wondered. Leafa agreed, but she was frozen still. She couldn’t take her eyes off the elephantine Deviant God, whose wounds were spurting black blood over the white snow.


The maimed god gave a whirling screech and attempted to disengage again. But the giant had other plans; it leaped onto the dumpling body and swung its blades with wild abandon. The jellyphant was pushed into the ground by the pressure, its cries growing weaker and weaker. Countless ugly gashes were struck into its gray hide, but the giant above showed no mercy.


“Let’s help it, Kirito,” Leafa said. If she was shocked by this sudden thought, Kirito was three times as flabbergasted. He looked back and forth between Leafa and the giants.


“Wh-which one?”


He had a point. The three-faced one seemed at least somewhat familiar with its humanoid shape, while the jellyphant was just plain horrifying. But the choice was clear.


“The one being picked on, of course,” she answered. Kirito’s next question was predictably sensible.


“H-how?”


“Umm…”


She had no response to that one—Leafa had no idea how to help it. But even as they stood there, the giant was slicing deep furrows in the grayish hide of the elephantine creature’s back.


“…Just do something, Kirito!!” she wailed, clutching her hands together. The spriggan boy looked upward in frustration and ran his hands through his black hair.


“But I don’t know what that something should be…”


Suddenly, he stopped moving and gave the beasts a hard stare. His eyes narrowed, light flashing deep within them. She could practically see the high-speed thoughts racing through his brain.


“If there’s a meaning behind that body type…” he murmured to himself. Then he looked around with a start and whispered to the tiny pixie on his shoulder, “Yui, is there any water nearby? Lake or river, anything will do!”


She blinked in surprise, but answered him without question. “There is, Papa! There’s a frozen lake about two hundred yards north of us!”


“Good…Ready, Leafa? We’re going to run there like our lives depend on it.”


“Um…huh?”


When he spoke of body type, was he referring to the three-faced, four-armed giant? What did that have to do with a water surface?


Kirito pushed her lightly on the back and pulled something from his belt that looked like a thick nail. Leafa suspected it was a throwing pick, but she’d never seen anyone use them before. With all the powerful long-range magic in ALO, it was nearly pointless to spend time training up the Throwing Weapons skill.


But with a practiced motion, Kirito spun the five-inch pick within his fingertips and raised it above his shoulder.


“Yah!”


He flicked his hand forward faster than the eye could follow, and the metal nail shot forth in a blue line.


It struck the giant’s top face right between its gleaming, dark red eyes.


To her surprise, Leafa noticed that the massive creature’s HP bar actually went down a single pixel. He couldn’t possibly break through that Deviant God’s powerful armor with such a toylike implement unless his skill level was incredibly high.


It was only a tiny drop in the bucket of the giant’s massive store of HP; the real takeaway was that any damage had been done at all. Because now…


“Bbbrrrooo!”


It roared and turned three pairs of eyes from its previous victim to its new target: Kirito and Leafa.


“Time to run!” Kirito screamed and turned north, spraying snow as he dashed.


H-hey… Leafa mouthed in surprise, then took off after the rapidly shrinking spriggan. A moment later, the ground beneath her feet rumbled and her ears were filled with the sound of bellowing. The giant was chasing them.


“W-wait…Aaaaah!”


Leafa was now running as fast as her legs would go, but Kirito was pulling even farther away, his form as perfect as an Olympic sprinter’s. She’d experienced his running speed before in the Lugru Corridor on the surface world above, but it wasn’t quite so thrilling when he was using it to leave her in the dust.


“Thiiiiis suuuuuucks!” she wailed, as the massive thudding footsteps drew closer behind her. The Deviant God was thirteen times Leafa’s height, so the ground it covered in a single step must be about the same. She could practically imagine those giant rebar swords swinging at her back, and put every ounce of her strength—technically, every ounce of her brain’s commands—into running after Kirito.


Suddenly the figure in black skidded to a halt in front of her with a spray of snow. Arms open wide, Kirito spun around to catch her. Despite the situation, she couldn’t help but feel a little flushed in the face, and turned to look back.


The three-faced giant loomed over them, terrifyingly close. A few more steps and it would be upon them. Just a single blow from its massive swords would easily obliterate lightly armored fighters like Kirito and Leafa.


What in the world is your plan?! she silently hissed at her partner. At nearly the same moment, a monstrous cracking sound echoed throughout the underground clearing.


The giant’s enormous, tree-trunk leg had punctured the ice hidden beneath the snow drifts. Kirito had stopped them directly in the center of the snow-covered lake.


The ground just fifty feet ahead of them cratered in, revealing dark, clear water. The three-faced giant plunged into the hole of its own creation, sending up a towering plume of water.


“P-please, please just sink…” Leafa prayed with all of her being, but it would not be that simple. Almost immediately, a face and a half emerged from the water and began sloshing toward them. It must have been using the pair of arms below the surface like oars, and, despite its rocklike exterior, it indeed proved itself a skilled swimmer. If dropping the beast into the lake was Kirito’s plan, then the gamble had backfired.


She tensed herself for another mad dash, but Kirito held her close and did not budge. His grip was so tight, the game’s antiharassment code could have kicked in at any moment. He stared down the approaching giant.


“…Uh…y-you don’t mean to…”


Does he just want to die here? she wondered instinctually.


Not long ago, she’d suggested that they allow themselves to be killed so that they could respawn at their save point: Swilvane, capital of sylph territory.


That was not an option. Every event, every incident that had occurred throughout this long, long day had told her how urgent it was for Kirito to get to the World Tree looming over Alne in the center of the map. The spriggan boy dove into ALO solely to meet someone atop it. They’d overcome all these challenges just for that purpose.


“No, you can’t—! You have to…” She struggled to free herself from his arms, but her piteous wail was interrupted by another large splash.


Leafa turned her head with a start to see a fresh plume of water behind the approaching three-faced giant. Its whirling, high-pitched roar was that of the elephant-headed Deviant God the giant had been tormenting just moments ago. All this work to pull the attacker away, and it had followed after them.


And as Leafa watched in shock and awe, all other details forgotten, it burst through the surface of the water, stretching out its grasping limbs, nearly twenty in all, and clung to the giant’s faces and arms.


Baroomf! the giant grunted in rage, attempting to swing its heavy iron swords. But the water slowed its movements, and the jellyphant’s grip stayed strong.


“Oh…I see,” Leafa murmured in wonder.


The jellyphant was an aquatic monster by nature. On land, the majority of its many limbs had to be used to support its dumpling body, but now its bulk was floating on the water’s surface, leaving all of those legs free to attack. Meanwhile, the giant had to use two of its arms to paddle, halving its combat ability.


When Kirito was muttering about body type, he’d been referring to the elephantine Deviant God. In retrospect, it seemed perfectly obvious to question why a creature modeled after a jellyfish would be on land. Leafa felt a twinge of disappointment in herself.


Like a fish—well, a jellyfish—taking to water, the wiggler climbed atop the three-faced giant, pushing it down beneath the surface. The water swelled now and then with the struggle of the massive creatures, hitting the lip of the ice to spray through the air.


Suddenly, the jellyphant screeched louder than usual, and its body flashed brightly. The light turned to fine sparks, which shot through its twenty legs and into the water.


“Oh…”


“Yes!!”


Leafa and Kirito exclaimed together. The three-faced giant’s HP bar was quickly plummeting. Leafa used her Identification skill, which displayed a number with six digits trailing downward with every burst of sparks.


There was a series of red flashes beneath the surface that caused several jets of steam to erupt—possibly the three-faced giant’s final struggle—but it had little effect on the jellyphant’s health. Eventually, the rumbling roar slowed down and died away. In the next moment, a mammoth explosion of tiny polygonal shards obscured Leafa’s vision.


She turned away for a moment, and when she looked back, there was only one cursor left.


Hrroooooo, the jellyphant exclaimed in victory, raising its many appendages into the air before proceeding to swim through the lake.


It hoisted itself onto the shore, great waterfalls running off its massive bulk, and began to cross the creaking ice toward them. Leafa watched with apprehension.


The creature’s footfalls shook the ice beneath them as it approached. When it stopped before them, she marveled again at the preposterous size of the thing. Those tentacles, seemingly so thin and fragile when it was fighting the giant, were too large for her to fit both arms around up close. They stretched high like tree trunks, supporting the dumpling-shaped body that was only vaguely visible far overhead.


The face at the front of its wide trunk really did look a lot like an elephant’s. The flappers that were actually more like gills than ears spread to the sides of the round face, and the drooping mouth hung almost as low as those pendulous limbs. It had three gleaming eyes covered in black lenses on either side of the face, which would have been creepier if it weren’t for their humorous triangle shape, which made them look like rice balls.


“So…what do we do now?” Kirito wondered.


It was Leafa’s idea to save the elephant creature, but she hadn’t spared a thought for what would come after that. It was still a terrifying Deviant God standing before them, its cursor a hostile yellow. One swipe of its clawed limbs would easily kill the both of them.


But the fact that it had approached so close and still hadn’t attacked them proved that this was already an irregular scenario. In a high-level hunting ground like Jotunheim, common sense said that every monster would fly into a rage and attack any player that crossed its field of vision. The fact that it was not doing so gave Leafa hope that it would leave them alone and eventually shuffle away…


A second later, her hopes were dashed. It whistled and extended its long nose straight at them.


“Ugh…”


Kirito prepared to leap out of the way, but Yui pulled on his ear with an adorably tiny hand. “It’s all right, Papa. The little one’s not angry.”


Little one? Leafa’s jaw nearly dropped at the irony. Suddenly, the finely separated tip of its nose snaked around the both of them and lifted them straight off the ground.


“Hyeeek!” Kirito wailed pathetically. Leafa couldn’t even manage a squeak. The elephant head easily lifted them a few dozen yards into the air and tossed them not into its mouth, but onto its back. Fortunately.


They landed butt first, bounced, and fell again. The jellyphant’s body had seemed slick from a distance, but it was actually covered in thick, short gray hairs. Once Kirito and Leafa were safely settled in the center of its back, it roared again—apparently in satisfaction—and began moving about as though nothing had happened.


“. . .”


After sharing a wordless glance with Kirito, Leafa gave up attempting to understand what was happening and stared out at their surroundings.


Being the “land of eternal darkness” did not mean that Jotunheim was actually pitch-black. The stalactites clinging to the ceiling gave off a faint glow, which glimmered dimly off the snow coating the ground. If the place weren’t so deadly, it would have been quite beautiful. The dark forests, the jutting cliffs, and the towers and castle looming over it all were easily visible from their present vantage point.


After a minute of riding on the back of the jellyphant and feeling the vibrations of its twenty legs, Kirito murmured, “Do you suppose…this is the start of some kind of quest?”


“Umm…” Leafa wondered for a moment. “If it was a quest, we would have gotten some kind of prompt or start log by now.”


She waved a hand to indicate the upper-left area of her view. “Since there was nothing like that, it’d probably be more of an in-game event than a simple commission quest with an obvious beginning and end. But that’s a troubling sign…”


“Why is that?”


“If it’s a quest, we’re guaranteed to get some kind of reward at the end. But since in-game events are more like a little prefab drama involving the players, we can’t be assured of a happy ending.”


“Meaning…we might be heading for something unspeakably awful?”


“Very possible. I made the wrong choice in a horror-themed event once and got boiled to death in a witch’s cauldron.”


“Wow. That’s messed up,” Kirito said, his smile looking more like a grimace. He brushed the heavy hair at his side. “Well, we can’t put this horse back in the stable. Er, this jellyphant? And we’d probably take tons of damage jumping off from this height, so I guess we just ride it and see what happens? Um…I know it’s a bit silly to bring this up now, but…”


“What is it?”


The spriggan looked at Leafa, his expression serious again, then dipped his head.


“I’m sorry about what I said earlier, Leafa. I made light of your feelings. Maybe I wasn’t taking this world seriously enough. ‘It’s just a game,’ I told myself. But I should have known already that whether the surroundings are real or virtual, the things you feel and think are real, and the truth…”


A look of anguish crossed his downturned face. For an instant, Leafa felt she saw something familiar in that expression, but she put the thought aside and waved her hands in supplication.


“N-no, it’s my fault. I’m sorry…After all you did to help me and the rest of the sylphs, I should know perfectly well that you don’t see ALO as just another game.”


Lately, Leafa had come to feel strongly that there was something about this new VRMMORPG genre that tested each of its players.


Generally speaking, it was a player’s pride that was being challenged. This was a game, so it was impossible to win all the time. You might fall into a trap set by players of an enemy race. You might get into a fight and simply be beaten into the mud.


When that happened, how hard could you struggle? If you lost, how would you regroup and hold your head high? That was the test. In traditional video games played on a flat monitor, there was no expression of emotion unless you entered a specific command. If you lost, the most that happened was a frowning emoticon in the chat window. But in the full-dive environment, every player’s emotions were written plainly across his or her face. You might even be seen shedding tears of frustration.


Many players glibly abandoned a disadvantageous fight or logged out the moment they lost, specifically in order to avoid showing anyone that kind of emotion. Leafa, too, wanted no one to see her cry, if she could help it.


But the mysterious spriggan before her seemed to spare no thought for the concept of maintaining face. When they were ambushed by the salamanders in the Lugru Corridor and when he was being pulverized by General Eugene’s legendary sword, Kirito made no attempt to hide his anger and frustration—he struggled and scrabbled until he ultimately emerged victorious. No one who wrote this off as “just a game” could do such a thing.


“Can I…ask you something?”


What game did you play before this? What are you like in real life? Leafa nearly asked, but she bit her lip. It wasn’t right to ask other VRMMO players about their real lives and identities unless you were very close.


She shook her head and told Kirito not to mind, grinning. “I guess this means we’ve made up. I can stay up as late as it takes. I’m at the time of year where I don’t have to go to school if I choose not to.”


Leafa extended her right hand. Kirito chuckled and squeezed it. She started shaking it vigorously to hide her embarrassment, but only got more self-conscious when she noticed Yui grinning happily at the two of them. She let go and turned away, certain that her face must have gone red to the tips of her pointy ears.


The elephantine Deviant God continued trundling on, totally unconcerned with the conversation taking place on its back. When she looked to the direction of their travel, Leafa’s brows knitted, her blush completely forgotten.


“What’s wrong?” Kirito asked. She reached out and pointed ahead.


“We were supposed to be heading for the staircase either to the west or the south, right? I think it’s taking us the exact opposite direction…Look.”


She was pointing through the darkness to a vast silhouette taking shape ahead. It was an upside-down conical structure dangling from the gently curved ceiling of Jotunheim. An endless series of tiny branches draping down came together to form a kind of net, woven around an impossibly massive pillar of ice.


The distance-blur effect of the game’s visual engine told her that it was at least five miles away, but it was so large that it seemed closer than that. A number of blinking lights were embedded in the icicle, and their steady flickering pattern lent the structure an awesome grace.


“What’s all that twisty stuff around the giant icicle?”


“I’ve only ever seen that in screenshots…They’re the roots of the World Tree.”


“Huh…?”


She cast a sidelong glance at Kirito’s squinting face before continuing. “See, the roots of the tree go so far into the earth of Alfheim that they hang down from the ceiling of Jotunheim. Our friend here isn’t taking us to the outer rim of the cave, he’s heading for the center.”


“Hmm…Well, since the World Tree is our final destination, is there any way we can climb those roots up to the surface?”


“I’ve never heard of anything like that. Besides, look at them. Even the lowest-hanging tendril only comes halfway down to the floor. That’s got to be hundreds of feet tall, and there’s no flight down here. We can’t get up there.”


“I see,” Kirito sighed, then switched gears with a grin. “Then we just have to trust our weevil, or isopod, or whatever he is. We don’t even know if he’s escorting us to a feast at the palace, or if we are the feast.”


“W-wait. Iso-what now? If anything, it’s an elephant or a jellyfish monster,” Leafa instructed him, but Kirito raised his eyebrows in surprise.


“What, you don’t know about giant isopods? They’re on the bottom of the ocean, like pill bugs that are this big…” He stretched out his hands to a terrifying size. Leafa shivered and quickly cut him off.


“Okay, I get the picture! Let’s just give him a name, then. A cute one!”


She looked at the furry, dumpling-shaped body—and the round head nearly hidden at the other end—and tried to think of something with zo in it, which was the word for “elephant.” Yuzo? No…Zoringen? Not that…


“How about Tonky?” Kirito piped up suddenly. Leafa blinked in surprise. It was certainly cute enough, but where did he get that name? Hang on…something about “Tonky the Elephant” sounded familiar.


After two seconds of trawling her memory bank, the answer came to her. It was the name of an elephant in a picture book she’d had as a child. As the story went, after a massive war, zoos were ordered to put down their wild animals. The heartbroken trainers gave the animals poisoned feed, but clever Tonky the Elephant didn’t eat it. Instead, he kept rearing up on his hind legs until he eventually starved to death. Leafa remembered bawling her eyes out when her mother had read the story to her.
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The setting of the next-gen, flight-heavy MMO
ALfheim Online (ALO), the land of fairies. Alfheim
is divided into nine regions, each of which contains
the capital city of one of the nine fairy races, with
their own unique look and culture.

The nine fairy races are: the sylphs of wind, with
quick flight speed and excellent hearing; the
salamanders of fire, weapon masters with deadly
attacks; the undines of water, skilled at healing
magic and aquatic activity; the gnomes of earth,
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and smithing; and the imps of darkness, who hold
domain over the caves with their night vision.

Looming over the center of the map is the final
destination of all the players: the titanic World Tree.
At its foot rests Alne, the largest city in Alfheim.

A legendary city in the sky is said to rest atop the
World Tree, and the first race to successfully reach
it and have an audience with Oberon, King of the
Fairies, will be reincarnated as higher beings called
alfs.

As true fairies, alfs will not be subject to the game’s
flight limits on altitude and time, making them the
true rulers of the sky.

Map lllustration: Hidemasa Idemitsu





OEBPS/images/Art_P14.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_insert001.jpg
S\IIORD I\RI' OI'IIII'IE

fAlRY dAnCE

\\

.






OEBPS/images/9780316560887.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Piii.jpg
““THIS MIGHT BE A GAME,
BUT IT’S NOT SOMETHING
YOU PLAY.”

—Akihiko Kayaba, Sword Art Online programmer

€ \WwORD

e&

ANCE
Reki Kawahara
abec

bee-pee





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
€& \wOoRD

RI %

EninE-

fAIRY dANCE

VOLUME 4

Reki Kawahara
abec

bee-pee

NEW YORK





