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			Chapter 1

			Prologue

			—The time has finally come.

The mechanical bed activated, humming with a faint yet distinct operational sound.

Lying on the machine I had only seen in my dreams, I was so overwhelmed with excitement it would be no exaggeration to say I was on the verge of going insane.

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

From the moment this virtual world sent shockwaves across the globe until today, I have endured day after day of patience and hard work. And now, I’ve finally obtained my ticket to the dream world I’ve yearned for.

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

The [Arcadia] console, sold on a completely made-to-order basis, boasted technology that even now, three years later, is said to be “centuries ahead of its time.” And its price tag was just as otherworldly.

How much, you ask? A staggering three million yen per unit.

Including myself, a middle schooler at the time, there were hardly any ordinary students who could act on their desires and shout, “I want it! I’m buying it!”

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

But this was VR.

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

So, for me, who was neck-deep in the gaming swamp at the time, the option to ‘give up quietly’ simply didn’t exist.

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

After school, I’d work until the absolute limit allowed by the school rules.

On weekends, I’d juggle multiple jobs from morning till night.

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

Living a life utterly devoid of friendships, my classmates bestowed upon me nicknames like the Part-Time Maniac, the Money-Grubber, the Corporate Warrior Drone, and so on.

After my horrified parents lectured me, begging me to “act like a student,” I worked myself to death in my studies alongside my jobs just to force them to accept my lifestyle.

As a result, I ended up with the top grades in my year—a feat so ridiculous it was almost stupid. I even had the honor of receiving the disgraceful evaluation of being a ‘lost cause’ from my parents and teachers.

My average sleep per night was a flat four hours.

I spent my meager pocket money on energy drinks.

And so, having barely learned the names of my classmates or teachers, graduation loomed—and I finally reached my goal of three million yen.

If I hadn't needed to keep up my studies to persuade my parents, I could have reached the goal much sooner, but that couldn't be helped.

As a child still dependent on them, I couldn't just defy my parents… although, if someone pointed out that in a way, I was defying them head-on, they’d have a point.

In any case, after staring at the proof of my blood, sweat, tears, and energy drinks recorded in my bank book at least a dozen times, I placed the order for [Arcadia] with the help of my parents, who wore expressions of resignation that had become all too familiar over the past three years.

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

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

I think I was in a constant state of excitement, overflowing with anticipation. Apparently, I’d collected several more dishonorable nicknames by graduation, starting with ‘That Crazy Guy.’

I may have lost the trust of my middle school friends and my parents, and perhaps a fair bit of my human dignity… but—it doesn't matter.

Even the acceptance letter from the prestigious university I’d applied to on a whim…

right now…

it doesn't matter anymore…!!

The only thing that matters is this—for a little less than a month…!

“Until university starts…!!”

The long-awaited—fact that I can indulge in a virtual world to my heart's content is all that matters!!

“…Aaaalright, let’s go, Arcadia!! Drive ooooooonnnnnn, yeeeeeeeaaaaaahhhhhh!!”

And so, I roared out the voice-activated startup key—Drive On—with all the fervor of my soul…

“—Would you shut up, you idiot son!!”

My mother burst into the room with enough force to kick the door down, and I ended up getting a solid hour-long lecture… probably because both my tension and my diction were completely shot.

The machine ignored my beastly roar of a startup key… and the ark to the virtual world remained, for now, disappointingly silent.



		
			Chapter 2

			Waking Up in a Dream

			—Even within the term ‘VR,’ there’s a wide variety of forms depicted in fiction.

I could list examples endlessly, but the version of [Arcadia] that has become a reality in our world is hailed as a full-sensory immersion type.

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

Lulled to sleep by hypnotic waves emitted from the machine, the user’s brain and [Arcadia] resonate through special radio waves, inviting them into the fabricated ‘dream’ of a virtual world—

…or so they say. The detailed technology is a complete black box, a piece of super-technology so advanced that even experts who disassembled it down to the last screw threw up their hands, declaring it ‘utterly incomprehensible.’

For an ordinary person like me, even attempting to theorize about it would be presumptuous.

It’s an existence with one foot, or perhaps both, firmly planted in fantasy. But due to its nature of using human dreams as its stage, the world isn't constructed with existing graphics technology like 3D polygons, despite being a game.

As for how it all works, I, as usual, lack the knowledge to explain it… but the one comment consistently made by those who have witnessed the world is the well-worn phrase in the gaming industry: ‘indistinguishable from reality.’

…Anyway, having spent three years deliberately shutting out information to preserve my sanity, I now find myself diving into the world of my dreams with almost zero prior knowledge—

“So this is Arcadia… the world of virtual reality.”

As a living embodiment of ignorance regarding this world, I stood, as expected, dumbfounded in a pure white hall that was likely the initial setup area.

In the stark white space, there was only a single, large full-length mirror. Aside from me standing before it, nothing else existed in this space.

Naturally, the mirror reflected me. The figure staring back at me, a perfect mirror image, was an all-too-real version of myself, identical down to the last detail.

“—Welcome, to Arcadia.”

“Hk…!”

The figure in the mirror opened its mouth.

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

“Welcome, to your other reality.”

“Eh…—Whoa?!”

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

“Hey, wha—”

I instinctively shut my eyes, and when I opened them again, I was no longer in the white hall or inside the mirror.

“W-wow…”

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

A wind that felt impossibly real gently brushed against my cheek… and then I was falling.

“Wait, no—Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah?!”

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

“The ocea—glub glub glub?!”

I was slammed mercilessly onto the water’s surface. There was no pain, but the incredible impact sent me tumbling. I started to panic, but as I struggled, I realized that, strangely, I could breathe—

Just as I wondered why, I found myself no longer submerged in the sea, but standing in a meadow.

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

“—This world is your second home.”

A woman’s voice spoke from behind me. I turned, but there was no one there—instead, a dazzling sphere of light floated in the air.

“Okay, anything goes at this point…”

I realized I was smiling wryly at what a wild, chaotic, and forceful introduction this was.

“What did you wish for when you came here?”

The light pulsed in time with the voice.

“What did you seek when you came here?”

I suddenly felt a strange sensation and glanced down at my body.

Just moments ago, I should have been wearing the same clothes I had on in the real world… but now, I saw an unfamiliar—and decidedly generic—set of plain, simple *starter gear*.

“All that you wish and seek for is in the hands of your second self.”

With those words, the presence of the light began to fade.

I looked up to see the same large mirror from before. The reflection was… a young man who looked very much like me, yet was familiar.

His appearance was identical to my real-world self, save for the color of his eyes—it was none other than the avatar I was asked to prepare when I ordered [Arcadia].

—A fire ignited deep in my chest.

*It’s time, right?*

*This is it, isn’t it?*

*The distinct ‘pull’ this great mirror is emitting, beckoning me closer—that’s what this is all about, right?*

—*Go on, it says. Take the first step.*

“Hh…!”

Then let’s begin.

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

◇◆◇◆◇

My vision went black the moment I dove into the mirror. As my temporarily lost senses returned, I felt my consciousness, which had been strangely fuzzy during the introduction, sharpen.

My sense of touch was back, but I couldn't seem to move.

I was enveloped in a chilly sensation from head to toe… Am I buried in something, or trapped?

Having gone into this blind, the only thing I knew about this game was the utterly useless premise that it was ‘some kind of fantasy world.’

However, my intuition, honed from a life dedicated to various forms of 2D media before I fell into the life of a part-time warrior halfway through my first year of high school, was telling me—*this is one of those ‘sealed away’ scenarios, isn't it?*

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

A single point of light flickered into existence in my vision, which had been pure darkness, perhaps due to a lack of any light source, even though my eyes were slightly open.

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

…I’m sorry to say, despite how desperate it looks, I still can't move a finger or even speak. Unfortunately, no matter what it’s trying to convey, I can’t even offer a word of comfort.

It seemed to realize this quickly. The light stopped its frantic swaying and began to gradually increase in brightness, as if mustering all its strength—

“—Hk…!”

With a sound that was high-pitched, deep, delicate, and magnificent all at once—an indescribably majestic tone—the thing that had imprisoned me shattered.

Thrown into the air, my body was still not under my control. I landed hard on what felt like a rocky surface—I was probably in a cave.

Barely managing to turn my neck, I looked up at the flickering light above me. It was blinking, on the verge of disappearing.

—Even though it had no face or eyes, I could feel it looking at me.

Perhaps it felt the same way. The light seemed to pulse once with satisfaction… then, as if its role was complete, it scattered and vanished fleetingly.

………………—Okay, I can move.

As the light faded, the event's hold on me must have disappeared as well, because a clear sensation returned to my limbs. Confirming that I finally had control over my body, I sprang to my feet, ready to begin—

“Heh…! Nice!”

With a light, bell-like chime, a series of user interfaces began to pop up in my vision.

Some I didn't understand the purpose of, others I could vaguely guess.

Various elements arranged themselves across my field of view… and finally, a double-stacked frame, presumably for HP and MP, settled in the top-left corner as green and blue gauges filled up.

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

Suppressing my endlessly rising excitement, I began to check each interface. I struggled a bit with the rumored ‘thought operation,’ but managed to call up the system menu and proceeded to check—or rather, skim—every option.

I see, I see… so it’s a radar, not a minimap. No idea what it shows yet, but—ah, yeah, that’s gotta be the time display. 25:00? What the heck? Oh, right, I think I heard something about time flowing differently, so that’s that and this is this and that’s that—

“Got it!”

I pride myself on being fairly game-savvy, and I have a decent amount of experience with online games, specifically MMOs.

Even in VR, a game is a game. The same principles should apply.

Having quickly finished my checks and settings, I dismissed the translucent menu window floating in the air—or rather, I literally crumpled it up with both hands and threw it away… wait, what’s with that useless feature? The shock of it hit me a moment later.

I can call it back up, right…? I nervously opened the window again to make sure, then finished my brief system check.

—With that done, it was finally time to play.

I was in what seemed to be a dead-end chamber in a cave, with nothing particularly noteworthy around. It seemed I had been trapped in some kind of strange blue crystal, and its shattered remains were scattered all over the place.

I thought about picking up a few pieces as a souvenir… but when I did, the crystal fragments strangely melted away like ice.

Uncollectible item, got it. Then I have no more business here.

—It looks like a straightforward path, so let’s get moving!

The cave was still pitch-black, but things similar to the crystal that had imprisoned me jutted out from the rock walls here and there, emitting a faint glow.

The pale blue lights floating in the darkness were sufficient guideposts, as long as I didn’t think about how creepy it was.

“…Well, hey, I’m not usually scared of horror stuff or anything.”

So this feeling of my legs wanting to freeze up must be my imagination.

Muttering to myself, more than trying to convince myself—I took a step into the darkness-filled, single path.
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			—After leaving the small chamber where I awoke, I walked down a narrow passage for some time. Guided by the faint light, I reached a second chamber. Peeking inside from the entrance wall, I was struck with awe.

“Whoa…! Whoooa…! No way, it’s real…! A real golem! A real monster!!”

My first-ever encounter, my first monster. The chamber was just as plain as the last, with no notable objects besides the glowing crystals, but crawling around inside was a rock creature about a meter tall.

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

“Is that an enemy…? I’m completely unarmed.”

If it's hostile, this is likely a combat tutorial. And even if it's a real enemy with no tutorial, it looks slow. Even if it spotted me, I could probably dodge it with a light jog. It shouldn't be hard to slip past it and dash into the new path I see on the other side.

“…Guess I’ll go.”

Whatever it is, this is the very beginning of the game. It’s best to try everything once.

With no weapon to ready, I was naturally empty-handed. There were no obstacles to hide behind either, so I decided to be bold and strode into the chamber. The golem, which had been clumsily wandering the room, immediately noticed me and stopped dead in its tracks.

Nope, it’s just a rock. I couldn't see anything like eyes on its torso, which was the center of its limbs… and yet, I could clearly feel that it was watching me.

“H-hello there…?”

I cautiously attempted to communicate. The response, of course, was silence—no, it moved.

Slow. But fast. Its speed was about that of a small child's jog, but it was a world of difference from its previous sluggish wandering.

The rock creature headed straight for me—

“Whoa, that’s terrifying!?”

Seriously, that’s scary! I’m a total newbie to both VR and fantasy worlds! A lurching, rock-thing with arms and legs running at me is just plain horrifying!

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

“So it really is an enemy!”

The battle started abruptly, but aside from my fear of the unknown, it wasn't critical enough to feel like a real crisis yet. This was VR combat, which meant moving my actual body—in other words, it was practically a real fight. But it’s not like I’m unathletic.

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

Surely, I can easily dodge an attack this wide—

“Hiek…”

*VWOOSH!!* An impressive whoosh of air accompanied the rock arm as it passed right by my body. The whip-like limb was certainly slow enough for me to track with my eyes, but that didn't mean it lacked power.

As if to punish me for my cocky attempt to dodge with minimal movement, the golem's rock arm smashed into the rock floor with a sickening *thud*, easily shattering it.

…Eh, what is this? Don’t make me fight something like this unarmed.

“…Discretion is the better part of valor!!”

My pride, a fledgling thing just minutes into the game, had yet to fully form. Admitting defeat less than ten seconds into the fight, I spurred my legs, which were threatening to freeze, with a pathetic war cry and fled.

—I tried to flee.

“What—?!”

Given our positions, I tried to retreat back the way I came to regroup, but a wall of rock erupted from the ground, blocking my path. I managed to plant my hands and avoid a face-first collision, but the exit to the passage was now completely sealed.

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

“Ah…”

I watched as the golem absorbed the newly raised rocks around it, growing larger at an accelerating rate, and understood everything.

“This is a losing event, isn’t it…?”

The very beginning of the story. An unavoidable, powerful enemy. Zero means to fight back.

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

Most likely, some kind of rescue will arrive the moment the golem is about to finish me off—or, if this is a game where players are expected to die and revive repeatedly, this is where I experience my first death.

Either is possible, but the common denominator is that “resistance is futile.” For a seasoned player, this is the moment to either die quickly or throw yourself into danger to advance the story.

I absentmindedly watched the now massive rock arm, incomparably larger than before, as it was raised again, and I pondered.

—To resist, or not to resist.

To be honest, before I dedicated myself to my part-time jobs, if you asked if I was a heavy gamer, I’d say no. I was a light otaku, so to speak, who dabbled in novels, manga, anime, and games, just a little more deeply than the average person.

I had played some notoriously difficult “masocore” games on analog consoles, and in the early-game death events common in them, I had always quietly accepted my fate.

This time, I could just follow the developers' intentions and let myself be crushed. I was a little scared to experience death in VR for the first time, but [Arcadia] is an MMORPG, a genre where player lives are relatively cheap. I'd have to get used to the countless deaths to come sooner or later.

—But that would be boring. My sky-high tension, having finally reached this world I’d longed for for three years, screamed this fact loud and clear.

It may be virtual reality, but everything I see, hear, the feel of the air, the temperature, the smells—every sensation is real. In my subjective experience, this world is no different from reality.

For someone like me, a representative of the average person who’s never been in a single real fight, this giant golem blocking my path and about to turn me into a stain on the ground is a complete unknown.

I'm an adventure-starved modern boy. In a situation like this, you have to fight back, right?!

“—A man's gotta have guts! Hollywood diiiive!!”

I managed to dodge the descending rock arm with a diving leap. I ended up doing a spectacular face-slide on the ground, but since pain isn’t replicated in [Arcadia], I didn't feel any. The damage I took manifested as a jolt of impact and a rather unpleasant numbing sensation.

My HP took a pretty nasty hit from the face-dive, but getting hit by that rock chunk the size of a small car would have been an instant kill for sure. I’ll take it!!

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

“Against a righty… counter-clockwise!”

In my personal experience, the standard strategy for a one-on-one boss fight in a high-freedom 3D action game is to run circles around them. Against a right-handed opponent, or one who primarily attacks from their right side, circling counter-clockwise to get to their left is usually the safe bet. Your mileage may vary.

The golem had bulked up all over by absorbing the terrain, but its right arm had grown particularly large. Since both its initial attack and its second attack after transforming were with its right, it was safe to assume that was its main weapon.

I thought it would become slow after getting bigger, but that didn't seem to be the case. Still, it didn't seem capable of agile movements. Getting behind it was relatively easy—my first attack is gonna be a bare-knuckle brawl! Let’s go!!

My only means of attack without a weapon is my own body! Eat this, a straight punch straight out of a manga!!

I haven't moved this virtual body much yet, but even in this short time, I can tell it’s high-spec. Unbound by physical limitations, I suppose. Its reaction speed and the smoothness of its movements are on a completely different level from reality.

I haven’t even seen a level display yet, but my avatar moves far better than my actual body! With a surprisingly sharp motion that amazed even me, I stepped in precisely and slammed my fist into the golem’s wide-open back.

“Ow—?!”

Yep, no damage. Instead of the unmoving rock, it was my right hand that screamed in protest. An intense numbness, so sharp I almost mistook it for pain, shot through my arm, and in the corner of my vision, my HP dropped even more dramatically than it did from the face-slide.

I honestly saw that coming. So I won't let it get me down!

I braced my body as my fist was repelled, and without losing my footing, I followed up with a fighting kick against the golem, which still had its back to me. Hey, Mr. Rock, did you know? They say a kick has three times the power of a punch!!

“Still, no good!!!”

Unlike the bare-fisted punch, the front kick through my shoe didn’t send a shockwave back at me, but it didn't seem to do any damage either—and just then, something changed.

With a bell-like chime, an orange cursor and a single HP bar popped up above the golem's head. Inscribed above the bar was probably this thing’s enemy name—

“[Chosen Stone Doll], huh…”

To be blunt, it's a rather simple, plain-looking golem. I mean, a giant moving rock is intimidating enough, but design-wise, it's just a lump of rock.

Despite that, the somewhat meaningful name sparked a premonition.

“This isn't… a losing event, is it…?”

I stared down the golem as it turned around with a slow, ponderous motion, as if to show off that my attacks hadn't hurt it at all, and I voiced a murmur that contradicted my earlier certainty.

I think the developers intended for me to be killed by this thing once, here in this dead-end, as the official route. Given the complete lack of explanation right at the start and the absence of any system intervention or tutorial after the fight began, I have to assume that.

But I noticed it. It was probably because of my second kick, but its HP gauge had been chipped away by a millimeter.

If there's no branching outcome to this battle, there's no reason to give the boss HP and not lock the value. That means there's a branching route in this fight that triggers by depleting some or all of its HP!

“Though this is all just random guesswork and delusion!”

Honestly, I'm just having fun theorizing in the middle of this unknown situation, so it doesn't matter to me whether I'm right or wrong. Even if it takes a hundred kicks to the back to deal what amounts to chip damage, if it can be damaged, then I'll carve it up!

“Roar, my right leg!!”

—And so began the long, long brawl between an unarmed man and a pile of rocks.
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			Pointless—if I had to name this battle, that would be the only fitting word. It was a hell of a fight.

My only means of attack was kicking. I tried picking up some of the rocks lying around and bashing it with them, but they were just absorbed into its body the moment they made contact, resulting in a no-damage declaration. I told myself I was lucky it didn't heal from it, and I became a machine that did nothing but deliver fighting kicks.

The early-game event boss was surprisingly well-designed, even having pattern changes. After about an hour of kicking it and chipping away thirty percent of its HP, its behavior changed.

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

*Heh, they actually gave it a second phase*, I thought, impressed. As the embodiment of the backstabbing fighting kick, I spent another two hours kicking the stone doll to pieces.

Honestly, more than once or twice, I considered just giving up and letting myself be turned into mincemeat. It was beyond a matter of patience… but I managed to see it through solely because my avatar, which felt no fatigue and could leap about so nimbly, was just that exhilarating.

—Yes, I saw it through.

Battle duration: three hours and just under twenty minutes. The pitiful stone doll, which had been kicked thousands of times, finally saw its HP bar disappear.

“—Hk… ugh.”

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

That was rough. My HP bar had remained untouched after the initial face-slide and straight punch, but if I had kept going much longer, I might have started questioning the meaning of my existence.

That was a deathmatch painted with pointlessness, emptiness, and futility…

“…Oh.”

Just then, a small sound played and a single window popped up in front of me. Figuring it was the battle results, I took a look—

◇ Title Acquired ◇

・‘One Who Throws Themselves into Conflict’

・‘One with an Unyielding Heart’

I had expected experience points or loot, but that was all that was written. The window vanished after a few seconds, and nothing else seemed to happen.

“…………Yeah.”

It was honestly a bit of an anticlimax, but I guess I should be glad I got some titles. I brought up the menu to check, and it seems they weren't the type you collect for some kind of reward, but rather ones you could set for specific beneficial effects.

The conflict one gave a slight increase to EXP gain, and the unyielding one reduced stamina consumption. As you'd expect from something acquired so early, the effects were negligible.

I set ‘One with an Unyielding Heart’ on a whim and closed the menu, then got to my feet. “Alright, then.” There was nothing more to be gained here. I had noticed that both the path I came from and the one leading forward had opened up when the stone doll crumbled.

An hour in [Arcadia] is forty minutes in the real world. This world has established some mysterious technology that accelerates consciousness and stretches time, allowing you to experience 1.5 times the time compared to reality. But since I'd spent three hours kicking a rock, over two hours had already passed in the real world.

My mother might let it slide if I miss dinner, but if I keep playing without eating or drinking, there's a high chance I'll get an earful. I want to find a good stopping point as soon as possible and log out for a break.

“I wonder what would have happened if I lost… would I have revived at a town temple? Or maybe the event would have just progressed without me dying.”

I walked on, imagining the alternate route that was now impossible to confirm.

“Wait, if I could lose HP from a face-dive, couldn’t I have just died by headbutting a wall or something… huh?”

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

“…This looks like the place.”

First, the mysterious crystal that had sealed me. Then, the [Chosen Stone Doll] that was almost certainly a losing event. Unlike the previous two chambers, which each had only one distinct object, this place had several “likely-looking” things.

The space was a perfect circle, clearly man-made, unlike the natural-looking caves I had been in so far. The walls were smoothed and finished to some extent, and the crystals that served as the light source were shaped and placed at regular intervals.

What naturally drew my eye were the five pillars. A large one stood in the center of the room, with four smaller, waist-high ones arranged in a radial pattern behind it.

As I approached the central one, something happened immediately.

*‘—O awakened one.’*

“Whoa…”

A voice echoed inside my head. It was clearly different from what you'd hear with earphones or a headset—a fantastical phenomenon you could never experience in reality. As I instinctively braced myself, the central pillar began to change.

Countless pale blue lines raced across its pure white, patternless surface, its material unknown. An instant later, it disassembled into innumerable parts, and a ball of light pulsed in the center of the floating components.

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

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

Oh, are these special lines based on the titles I got? As I watched with relative calm, my peak tension having subsided after the grueling battle with the stone doll, the flickering light began to pulse faster, growing brighter.

*‘Wish, seek, and follow your heart—’*

The sphere of light flashed brilliantly and then split in two. One half, the smaller piece, drifted down in front of me. It stopped at chest height, pulsating as if asking for something, and my hands moved on their own to receive it.

…No, they really moved automatically. So this part is a forced event, I see.

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

◇ Blessing of the War God Acquired ◇

・Level System has been unlocked.

・Status System has been unlocked.

・Skill System has been unlocked.

Ah, so the game systems unlock here. The reason I didn't get any experience from beating the stone doll was because I hadn't even obtained the concept of levels yet?

And the War God, huh. It feels like a bit of a mismatch with the beautiful, clear voice that would make you imagine an incredibly elegant, graceful goddess.

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

“Hmm… so, what’s next?”

It was a rather solemn event, but this was still the tutorial, where I'd been given no knowledge, even with the three-hour battle in between. Feeling little sentiment, I bypassed the silent central pillar and faced the remaining four.

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

In short—far left, a sword.

—Center-left, a heart.

—Center-right, a wing.

—Far right, a castle… or is it a castle? Something, a building.

And so, on top of each of the four pillars engraved with these emblems sat a glowing crystal. These crystals were also different colors…

“The usual setup would be to choose one of these—Hk…?!”

I casually approached the nearest pedestal, the one with the wing emblem, and the crystal on top suddenly began to glow, startling me again. The light enveloped my frozen, cautious form—

“…………I see.”

What the crystal provided was, in a sense, “promotional footage.” After being made to watch it a total of four times by approaching each pedestal, I now understood the gist of it and stood with a hand on my chin, thinking.

I had deliberately shut out information to experience this game completely fresh, but now I had a rough understanding of the world’s setting.

To put it simply, this game has four factions that players can join. And apparently, they are all in a state of war.

Well, it’s not a gruesome kind of war, but more like a sportified version. Essentially, it’s large-scale PvP… but as a latecomer who’s three years behind, I probably won’t be involved for a very long time, so I’ll set that aside for now.

Each of the four factions has a god who presides over a different blessing, and the blessing you receive depends on which faction you choose, each named after its god.

East Faction, with the symbol of the sword—Istia. The blessing it grants is Conflict.

West Faction, with the symbol of the heart—Vestol. The blessing it grants is Peace.

North Faction, with the symbol of the wing—Nortalia. The blessing it grants is Luck.

South Faction, with the symbol of the castle—Sotalm. The blessing it grants is Wealth.

They’re too abstract to understand on their own, but thankfully, a detailed explanation was provided with a system window.

Istia's blessing of Conflict seems to provide a positive modifier to combat-related skills, making it purely for battle. As a bonus, it also gives a bonus to experience gained in combat, and it seems to offer the benefit of maturing faster.

Vestol's blessing of Peace has a similar skill modifier to Istia's. However, unlike the blessing of Conflict, it affects non-combat skills like crafting. Since it affects the apparently far more numerous non-combat skills, it seems there's no bonus.

Nortalia's Luck, as the name implies, gives a positive modifier to all events related to the luck parameter. As someone with experience in online games, I can say with certainty that Nortalia must be by far the most popular of the four factions. Let me put it this way: a fixed value is added to all rare drops, not a multiplier. Do you understand why now?

Sotalm of Wealth is probably the next most popular. As you can guess from the name, it provides a modifier to money-related matters, and the multiplier is insane. Acquisition is doubled, and consumption is reduced to seventy percent. That’s strong.

Each choice grants a pretty broken blessing, but there's a good reason why the effects are so extreme and the multipliers are so high. However, that relates to the “war” I mentioned earlier, so it's not relevant to me right now.

—So, which one to choose?

“Nortalia is just too tempting…”

As expected, the pull of the North is strong. In an online game, especially an MMORPG, being able to increase your drop rate by a fixed amount is huge.

Someone who hasn't played this genre might not understand, but basically, rare item farming in MMOs is a bottomless pit. It's a world where a single-digit drop rate is scoffed at as being generous, where decimals are commonplace, and where it's a daily occurrence to see multiple zeros in the drop rate of a rare item from a rare enemy you hardly ever encounter.

And the value added is a whopping “10%”—a plus 10% on every single drop roll.

As someone who, in middle school, dedicated nearly two months to a single rare drop in an MMO I was obsessed with, only to never see it and quit in a rage, it's extremely… extremely tempting, but…

“Istia, it is.”

Istia had a pull that was more than enough to brush aside the allure of the other three factions, including Nortalia.

What’s so attractive about Istia? It's not the buff to combat skills, nor the experience bonus.

What is it, then? —It’s the overwhelming lack of members!!

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

I can guess the reason. MMOs, at their core, are a genre where you enjoy the never-ending process of “self-improvement.” It's nice to have your frequently used combat skills buffed, but it's meaningless if you can't properly improve yourself to make use of it.

An MMORPG is a game where a desperate gap that can't be overcome by just “hitting a little harder” is created by your equipment set and enhancement status. So it's only natural that the faction that gives an advantage in that self-improvement would be popular.

So why kick that logic to the curb and choose Istia? Because it has the highest potential for me to get involved in the “war” in the future.

It’s not relevant now, but as someone who fully intends to get serious about [Arcadia], I naturally want to participate in the major event that is the war down the line… but it seems there's a limit to the number of participants in a single event.

Since the victory rewards you get from winning the war—or rather, snatch from the other factions—are truly insane, every faction must be desperately selecting members to win.

So, simply put—a lower competition rate is better. That's what it comes down to.

“Well, there's always the chance it'll be even tougher because it’s full of battle junkies…”

When that time comes, I'll deal with it then. And as a latecomer, the early-maturing bonus is helpful. I'm going to enjoy this.

◇ Do you wish to join the Eastern Faction of Conflict, Istia? ◇

I held my hand over the crystal on the sword pedestal on the far left and slammed the “YES” on the confirmation window that appeared.
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			Two Worlds Collide

			I opened my eyes... to a beautiful girl.

I know that probably makes no sense, but I have no idea what just happened either.

The moment I chose my faction, I was enveloped in a blue light—a phenomenon known as “teleporting” to another space, something you could never experience in the real world no matter how hard you tried. I was sent off to a new land, crying out in sheer wonder. Then, as the torrent of light faded, I opened my eyes, which I had squeezed shut against the brilliance, and—

""Huh?!""

She was so close—practically in my face. It was a miracle I could even register her as a “beautiful girl” before her unfamiliar face filled my entire vision.

"—Wha—?!"

"—Gah—?!"

With surprising calmness, I pieced together the situation: a girl had been running and crashed right into me the instant I teleported in front of her. Due to our height difference, her forehead slammed into my chin, and I was sent flying backward before being knocked out cold.

Man, this game is something else. I actually got knocked out. See? Right below my HP bar, there’s a status effect icon, probably indicating that I’m incapacitated…

"Ngh…! A-Are… are you okay?!"

Though she was holding her forehead, it seems the blow wasn’t as critical for her as it was for me. The girl rushed over, her face etched with panic. As she peered down at me with concern, I could see she was a stunningly beautiful girl, so perfect she almost looked crafted.

Her dazzling blonde hair seemed to have its own shimmering effect, and her large, amber eyes shone like embedded jewels. Every feature was the very picture of “adorable”; it was a cliché, but she looked like she’d stepped right out of a 2D world. Then again, Arcadia’s graphics are incredibly realistic, so maybe saying she could put an idol to shame would be more fitting.

In any case, in this game, you can customize your appearance in any way you want, except for your gender and voice. I, for my own reasons, created an avatar that was basically my real face with only a few minor tweaks, but I’m probably in the minority.

I hear it takes some getting used to your avatar’s movements if your height and other features are too different from your real self, but other than that, [Arcadia] lets you become a completely different person with relative freedom.

Which means that the beautiful girl in front of me, who looks to be in her mid-teens, is almost certainly a “crafted beauty.” But honestly, I couldn't care less. Worrying about the “person behind the character” is a complete and utter waste of time. If the beautiful girl I see is, in fact, a beautiful girl, then it’s far more rewarding to simply enjoy her as such.

The number of people who wouldn’t create a handsome or beautiful character in a game with character creation is definitely small. This world will surely be a feast for the eyes. Speaking of which, the male-to-female ratio, since you can't change your gender—oh, the stun wore off.

"Um…"

I hadn't been able to reply simply because I was in a forced stun, but as I silently and slowly sat up, the girl’s eyes flickered with anxiety.

*Man, the range of facial expressions is insane. It's getting hard to believe this is a game.*

"Ah, I'm fine. It was a shock, but you don't feel any pain in this game, right?"

I forced a smile, consciously making my voice sound cheerful and gentle. It seemed my people skills, honed through countless customer service jobs, were working as intended; I could see the tension leaving the girl’s face.

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

The girl explained as she looked around. I followed her lead and scanned our surroundings. We were in the middle of a dense forest. *From a cave straight into a forest,* I thought, but upon closer inspection, we were in a clearing that had been neatly prepared, as if to scream, “This is a safe zone.”

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

"Y-Yes. It really surprised me… Ah, no, I mean, I’m the one who surprised you."

"Well, it has been three years since the game launched. You wouldn't expect to see anyone at the starting point…"

Hm?

"Wait, are you… starting today too?"

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

For us both to be new players at the exact same time… isn't that incredibly unlikely? The girl seemed to have the same thought, as she blinked in surprise a moment after I did.

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

For some reason, the girl beamed happily as she said that.

*…This tentatively-beautiful girl has the voice and mannerisms of a beautiful girl, too. I’ll upgrade her to a presumably-beautiful girl. It doesn’t cost anything to dream, after all.*

So, I’ve managed to hit a rare drop more precious than any in an online game and have an encounter with a presumably-beautiful girl. But… what do I do now?

I’m a perfectly healthy young man of a certain age. If this leads to us adventuring together, I’d be all for it. But while it might be easy in an analog game, asking a girl out in a world this indistinguishable from reality is, in my book, just as hard as hitting on her for real.

As a veteran of the part-time job battlefield, I pride myself on having polished my communication skills to a decent degree. However, with my sights set solely on [Arcadia], I never had the time to even try getting a girlfriend.

I’m a total scrub with zero experience. I can handle customer service or work-related interactions, but when it comes to personal conversations with women, my mind draws a complete blank.

"Y-Yeah. It really is a coincidence, huh?"

See? All I can manage to squeeze out is some low-IQ agreement that does nothing to extend the conversation. What could she possibly find enjoyable about talking to a guy like me? I can only despair at the situation, forced to rely on the smiling girl to lead the conversation—

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

—Just as I was about to despair, salvation came from the girl herself.

Should I be happy or feel pathetic? Either way, in that moment, the “presumably-beautiful girl” with the dazzling smile earned the simple, undisputed title of “beautiful girl” in my mind.
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			The Gilded Veneer Peels Away

			"We did it!!"

After about an hour of slaughtering mushrooms, and several more level-ups, Sora finally let out a cheer as she opened her status screen.

"Oh, seriously?"

I had been opening my own window at the same time, but her voice drew my attention. I abandoned my own level-up and went over to her.

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

"A healing spell?"

The first skill Sora acquired was a support spell, which seemed to fit her personality perfectly.

"That's great. We didn't have any way to heal, so that's a huge help."

"Mmph… But Haru-san, you haven't been hit even once," she pouted, seemingly a little disappointed with the skill she'd gotten.

"Well, yeah, but it'd be pretty lame if I poured all my points into speed and still got hit by these slow-moving mushrooms, don't you think?"

It wouldn’t look very cool for a guy. I’m actually trying pretty hard not to look pathetic here.

"Having a safety net makes me feel more at ease, you know?"

As I tried to placate the still-unconvinced Sora, who was glaring at her window, I returned to my own status allocation—and there it was.

"I got a skill, too."

"Wow! What is it?"

Her sulking vanished in an instant. Sora bounded over, looking as excited as if it were her own skill, while I checked the details.

This is interesting. Even though I just got it, I know exactly what it does. It's a strange feeling, like the knowledge was just installed directly into my brain. *Wait, isn't that kind of scary? Can we stop casually hitting people with mysterious, reality-bending technology?*

"Looks like a passive."

"A pass… what?"

"A passive skill. It’s not something you activate manually; it's a support skill whose effect is always on."

The skill I got was called [Multiple Weapon Aptitude]—it seems to grant proficiency with a wide range of weapon types, not just one specific kind. I probably got it because I kept switching weapons every fight just to try them all out.

It seems to affect the attack power multiplier and handling of the weapons I use, but the multiplier is probably lower than a specialized aptitude… Well, it’s not like it’s a bad thing to have, so I guess it’s fine.

"Um, is it a good one?"

"Yeah, it’s the helpful kind."

"Well then, that’s great!"

Sora said, beaming as if she were the one who had gotten it.

*This girl is just so… pure. Or cute. I’m starting to feel less like I'm with a girl my age and more like a guardian. I'm genuinely worried some bad guy is going to take advantage of her someday.*

I don’t even know her real age, so she could easily be older than me. Oh, wait, I’ve been talking to her casually this whole time… Too late to change now.

◇◆◇◆◇

◇Skill Acquired◇

"Ooh."

The forest scenery was gradually beginning to change, and just as I hit level 10, a second skill acquisition announcement echoed in my head.

When I showed my window to Sora, who was looking over with a curious “What is it?”, her face lit up with an obvious and brilliant smile. Warmed by the healing aura of this girl who was the very embodiment of innocence, I checked the new skill. It was an active skill called [Quick Change].

"—Wait, isn't this a god-tier skill?"

The skill’s effects, once again installed directly into my brain, made me mutter in disbelief. The term seemed unfamiliar to her, as Sora tilted her head and repeated, "God-tier skill?"

"It lets me switch weapons with a thought, without having to mess with the equipment slots directly."

"…Um?"

To demonstrate for the still-confused girl, I held up the short spear I had been carrying. I hadn’t had much time to get used to the virtual world’s “thought-based controls,” so I wasn’t entirely sure it would work, but—here goes!

"Wow!"

Turns out, it wasn't that hard. The short spear in my right hand glowed faintly, and with a soft *vmm* and a slight vibration, it transformed into a hand axe in the next instant.

As Sora gasped in amazement, I fought back a proud grin and continued switching between weapons to test it out. Man, this skill is ridiculously convenient.

I could use it repeatedly after a short cooldown, and it didn't seem to consume any MP. There was a slight, strange feeling right after switching, as if the weapon’s weight and grip became vague for a split second, but I should be able to get used to that.

With this, I wouldn't have to switch weapons before a fight. I could instantly change my weapon to fit the situation in the middle of combat. Isn't this too much of a god-tier skill for my second one?

"That's almost like magic, too," Sora commented.

"Yeah, I guess you could call it magic. Doesn't use MP, though."

Either way, this was a huge boost to my adaptability. I’ll gladly put it to use.

◇◆◇◆◇

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇

Name: Haru | Lv: 11

STR: 15

AGI: 40

DEX: 40

VIT: 5

MID: 5

LUC: 5

◇Skill◇

• Multiple Weapon Aptitude

• [Quick Change]

――――――――――――――――――

"Well, we've leveled up a fair bit, but…"

After another while, and with my convenient new skill, we mowed down a mountain of mushroom corpses. About two hours into our adventure, we finally reached the edge of the mushroom forest.

*Mushroom forest. That sounds kinda gross. Change one letter and you've got a war on your hands.*

Anyway, the reason I know we're near the exit despite still being in a dense forest is because—

"Th-That looks strong…"

Peeking from behind a tree, we saw a perfectly circular clearing ahead. What both Sora and I had our eyes on was a three-meter-tall living tree with small mushrooms sprouting from all over its body.

Enemy name: [Host of Mush]. This monster, with a grand name befitting its grotesque appearance, was almost certainly the boss of this newbie-unfriendly forest.

"Yeah, it probably is…"

Having only fought a slow-moving golem and slow-moving monster mushrooms, my reference for enemy strength was completely skewed. I couldn't gauge its power from its appearance at all. At this point, any new enemy would probably look strong to me… but still, that thing looks tough. The hyper-realistic graphics don't help, either; it looks incredibly menacing.

Well, we won't get to see the outside of this forest without dealing with it. I have to suck it up. I pushed aside the soul-crushing thought that if we lose and die, we'll have to traverse this entire massive forest all over again.

"Sora."

"Y-Yes…!"

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

"R-Right! I’ll do my best as a healer!"

Having been relegated to the sidelines since I hadn't taken any damage so far, Sora seemed fired up and clenched her fists. Adorable—no, I need to focus.

"Try not to draw its attention. Keep your distance at all times."

"Okay."

"It’s a boss, so it might have area-of-effect attacks. I don’t think they’ll have anything that can one-shot us, but let’s just try to be flexible."

"Okay."

"Bosses in these kinds of games sometimes have special mechanics. If that happens and we can disengage, we'll pull back and regroup."

"Okay."

"And one last thing."

She must be nervous. Her expression grew tenser with each point I made. I tried my best to sound casual and offered a smile.

"Even if we lose, we can just come back stronger next time. This is a game, right? Let's have some fun."

"R-Right!"

My attempt to act cool, awkward as it was, seemed to work. Sora's expression brightened. I gave her a nod, tightened my grip on my straight sword, and—let's do this!

"Alright, first boss fight! Let's gooo!!"

"Huh…? L-Let's gooo!!"

Oh, sorry, I got a little too hyped and my tone—wait, wasn’t the [Chosen Stone Doll] a boss? A rock that gets taken down by a flying kick doesn't count! Let's gooo!!

◇◆◇◆◇

"—It's strong!!"

About ten minutes into the fight. The battle against the [Host of Mush] had started off surprisingly well, but the moment its HP dropped below half, a boss mechanic activated, and I was suddenly on the defensive.

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

The trump card of the [Host of Mush] was a mass summoning of the all-too-familiar [Goblin Mushroom]. It scattered the small mushrooms growing on its body, and they grew into full-sized monsters with terrifying speed.

Fortunately, I had raised my STR to the point where I could one-shot these things, so dealing with them individually was easy, but their numbers were insane. What’s more, the only weapons that could one-shot them were the great axe and greatsword, both of which are unwieldy and slow, causing me to take more hits.

"[Heal Light]!"

Sora kept sending healing spells my way, but we hadn't been able to test how much aggro healing draws in this game. I couldn't ignore the possibility that if she used it too much, the mushrooms would all swarm her at once.

I want to end this quickly, but we’re just a pair of new players. We don’t exactly have any trump cards of our own.

I can’t afford to make Sora work any harder. I used [Quick Change] to switch from the greatsword I was swinging wildly amidst the fungal tide to a straight sword and a dagger—time to grab the aggro from every last one of them!

"Behold, my vaguely remembered manga swordsmanship!!"

I held both swords in a reverse grip and used every bit of my agility to dash around, slashing at them as I passed. I couldn’t kill them in one hit, but I could spread the aggro evenly while gradually thinning their numbers.

Oh, hello there, parental unit. Haven’t seen you in a bit.

"You have way too many kids!!"

"GYOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHH!?"

As I was dealing with the mushrooms, I happened to pass by the big guy, so I threw my straight sword at its face. It embedded itself in its nose with a wet *thud*, and unlike its mushroom spawn, this one seemed to have vocal cords, letting out an eerie shriek.

It was an impulsive throw, but when I used [Quick Change] to switch to a hand axe, the straight sword stuck in its face vanished and was stored in my inventory.

*Retrieval might have a range limit, but… isn't this skill just broken?*

"In that case, how about this! Raaaargh!!"

It was an accidental discovery, but a fortunate one. It’s an ad-lib, but I'll use what I can! Here comes the great axe boomer-aaaaaaaang!!!

Normally, my STR wouldn’t be high enough to throw it, but [Quick Change] seems to have a brief lag where the weapon’s weight doesn’t fully register. Or maybe it’s an intended “grace period” in the system. Either way, this is a crisis, so I'm using everything I can without hesitation.

I'd start the throwing motion, then switch my weapon to the great axe or greatsword a split second before release. Watching the mushrooms get torn apart like trash by the viciously spinning mass of metal, I couldn’t help but feel like I was exploiting the system—

"I'll send a support ticket later, so patch it or whatever you want! YEAAAAAHHH!!"

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

One of them was a greatsword, not an axe. Fly, my pretties! YEEEEEEHAW!!!

◇◆◇◆◇

"…………………………,"

How could she even begin to describe the scene before her? At some point, the girl, who was now standing frozen in the shade of a tree, could only stare blankly at… *that*.

Their meeting was a chance encounter, born from an incredibly low probability. The first player she met in [Arcadia], a game rumored to be full of handsome men and beautiful women, had the appearance of a “normal boy,” which was strangely reassuring. He had been so kind to her, even after she had caused him trouble so early on.

He had repeatedly told Sora not to worry when she proved to be useless in battle, his gentle smile always reassuring. He was always trying to break the ice with jokes, a fact she found endearing.

And so, he—Haru—had earned quite a high evaluation in Sora’s mind. But… um, what in the world is happening right now…?

It started with his sudden change in tone at the beginning of the boss fight. As the battle intensified, his speech and personality gradually transformed. Finally, he started laughing maniacally while throwing huge axes and swords around in a way that made absolutely no sense.

To put it mildly, Sora was taken aback. To be honest, she was completely and utterly creeped out.

She had just started to trust Haru, even feeling a slight, maidenly flutter of “he’s a wonderful person,” though she might not admit it. Now, that same person looked like a complete and utter berserker.

As Sora watched, speechless, the monster mushrooms were being torn to shreds by the thrown blades at an incredible rate—huh, wait.

"H-H-Haru-san!!"

Honestly, it took a great deal of courage for Sora to call out to the current Haru, but a sliver of composure remained. She noticed that beyond the rapidly dwindling mushroom horde, the boss was standing alone, motionless.

At the sound of her voice, Haru flinched and whipped his head around to look at her.

Combined with his earlier behavior, the sudden movement was more than enough to frighten Sora—but he must have been having his own thoughts. His face instantly turned red, then pale, and finally settled into an expression of unidentifiable anguish as he looked up at the sky.

Sora felt a strange urge to say something to help him, but there was something more important to convey right now.

"The boss! It's open!!"

"—!"

She thought her words might have been too simple, but Haru reacted instantly. He spun around and dashed through the remaining mushrooms with incredible speed.

He was so skilled with his movements. Even though he had just started the game, same as her, his form was so captivating that she couldn’t help but think, *He looks so cool*. But then, the image of the crazed berserker would flash in her mind.

In the middle of a boss fight where she should have been on high alert, Sora couldn't help but let out a wry smile as she watched his back.

"This is all your fault! RAAAAAAGH!!!"

Swinging the great axe and greatsword in both hands simultaneously, Haru let out another nonsensical roar as he brought down the final, decisive blow on the [Host of Mush].
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			Bye-Bye, Buddy

			◇You have defeated the [Host of Mush]◇

◇Title Acquired◇

• 『Slayer of the Host of Mush』

• 『Conqueror of the First Hardship』

• 『Weaver of Bonds』

◇Skill Acquired◇

• [Weapon Darts]

• Axel Tempo

◇Skill Growth◇

• [Multiple Weapon Aptitude] ⇒ [All Weapon Aptitude]

"—Ughhh…!!"

A bunch of combat results and other logs were scrolling by, but I had bigger things to worry about—I completely blew it. I let my excitement get the better of me and showed my crazy side to a pure, innocent, beautiful girl.

It was a first for me. All I could remember was that my mind had short-circuited somewhere along the way, sending my speech and personality flying off in a weird direction. To be honest, I barely remembered most of it.

*Is that what happens when I get too hyped…? A shocking new discovery about myself after eighteen years of life…*

And what was I doing juggling a great axe and a greatsword like that? That's not how you're supposed to play this game! I don't think… I don't know, maybe it is!

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

"Um…"

"Hyuh…!"

I wasn’t even ready to face her reaction, but Sora’s voice as she approached made a strange sound escape my lips. I cautiously turned to face her and saw a complex, unreadable expression on her face.

She was probably trying to smile. Seeing that familiar earnestness just made me feel even worse.

"Look, um… I-I’m sorry you had to see that…"

I managed to stammer out an excuse, unable to meet the pure girl’s eyes.

"Ah, ahaha…"

And that was her response. Yep, “ahaha” is right. Ahahaha, dammit! I can hear the sound of a flag I hadn't even raised yet snapping in half! GUAAAAHH!!

It’s not like I saw Sora as a potential romantic interest beyond a simple “oh, she’s cute,” but imagining my category in her mind changing from “a pretty nice guy” to “a madman who cackles while throwing deadly weapons” was a critical hit to my mental state.

While Sora laughed awkwardly, I lacked the mental fortitude to offer any more excuses. Heartbroken, I hung my head and quietly opened my status screen.

Allocating stats in an MMO is a blissful, heart-pounding experience… It’s gentle on a wounded soul…

Sensing my distress as I absentmindedly started assigning points, Sora began to panic, trying to find some words of comfort—when suddenly…

"Um, Haru-sa—wha…?!"

"Huh?"

Suddenly, the ground of the circular clearing where we had fought the boss began to glow. It wasn't a dangerous light, but a soft one. This feeling…

"Teleportation… again?"

It was the same sensation I’d experienced once before, when I was transported from the cave to the forest.

Sora and I looked at each other, and in that instant, we were enveloped in light and whisked away to somewhere else.

◇◆◇◆◇

A brief sense of weightlessness, the strange feeling of the surrounding air and atmosphere shifting all at once—experiencing teleportation for the second time in my life, I slowly opened my eyes.

My first impression of the scene that unfolded before me was—

"—Wow…!"

—perfectly summed up by the excited gasp that escaped Sora's lips a moment before my own.

"Oh?"

"Hey, are those newbies?"

"Seriously? That's rare."

"Two new players in the same faction at this time of year? Must be family."

"Could be a couple."

"What? Guilty."

"Your jealousy is showing."

"Ugly."

"Shut up, you're all single too!"

"But seriously, when was the last time we saw a newbie? This is great."

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

From the dim, claustrophobic forest, we had been transported to a vast, open space brightly illuminated by dazzling streetlights. Before us spread a townscape straight out of a fantasy world, with beautiful buildings topped with colorful roofs. At its center, as if by tradition, was a magnificent fountain plaza, adorned with a giant sword motif.

But it wasn't just the scenery that exploded into view; the voices of the players milling about washed over us in a great wave of noise.

…Ah, by the way, that last excited voice belonged to a woman. No need to call the cops.

Judging by the comments, it seemed that new players like us choosing to join Istia were a rare sight. We drew a considerable number of curious stares—

"Definitely a couple."

"Yeah, look how close they are."

Hearing that, I glanced to my side.

And now that they mention it, my left arm feels… strange.

"—S-Sora-san."

"Yes!"

I called out to Sora, whose face was unusually close. The girl, completely captivated by the beautiful town and the lively players, looked up at me with sparkling eyes—oh, did you notice? Yes, her face is extremely close.

Her whole body is close, actually. I don't know when it happened, but during teleportation, there's a moment where you lose all sense of your body. Being unused to it, my senses must have been off, and I hadn't noticed until now.

Of course people would mistake us for a couple when she’s clinging to my arm for dear life. Ahaha, this soft, warm sensation…!!

I offered my sincerest thanks to [Arcadia] for so faithfully recreating the feel of human skin, all while hiding my true feelings behind a polite smile. Meanwhile, Sora, realizing the situation, jumped back with a speed that made a *shwing* sound, her cheeks flushing crimson.

"I-I'm sorr…! I'm so sorr—?!"

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

If I moved my facial muscles now, I was certain they would slacken into a stupid grin. With that conviction, I kept my polite smile—my iron mask—firmly in place. Across from me, poor Sora was writhing in embarrassment.

"Looks like a rom-com just started."

"What? You lookin' for a fight?"

"Hey now, don't be rude to the new players."

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

"Cute."

"So cute."

"Can't see her face, but based on her voice and gestures, I'm betting she's a genuine beauty."

"A man can dream, can't he?"

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

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

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

Having put on such a textbook-cute display in front of everyone, Sora had become the target of their playful teasing.

She seemed to be in a light panic, but she could clearly hear their comments. Her cheeks grew even hotter, and it looked like she might start steaming at any moment… wait, is that actual steam coming from her head? So the game even has cartoony gags like that—

"H-H-Haru-san!! Um, for today! Thank you so! Very!"

"Huh? Ah—"

"MUUUUUUUUUUUUCH!!!"

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

"………………Huh… ?"

It was the girl's ultimate move: the escape logout.

"Announcing the departure of Presumed Beauty-chan."

"Alright, show's over."

"Haha, she ran away. Sucks to be you."

"Poor guy."

"Lmao."

"Seriously, lmao."

"That was fun. Good luck, newbie."

It seems that even with avatars, everyone's interest in a beautiful girl is the same. The moment Sora logged out, almost all the senior players lost interest, either scattering or returning to their own conversations.

The party was disbanded the moment she logged out. I had planned to ask for her friend code when we parted ways if we got along, but I hadn't done it yet.

Which means I have no way to contact her… I don't think this is the last time we'll see each other, but I have no idea when that will be.

"…………………………Um, how do I log out… Right."

Struck by a not-insignificant sense of shock and loss, I quietly logged out of the virtual world, feeling a strange, indescribable emotion.

I awoke from the dream a little before 9 PM. The first thing I saw was the face of my mother, who had held back her nagging and saved dinner for me since it was my first day. The whiplash from seeing a beautiful girl (Sora) to seeing my mom dealt an indescribable amount of damage, and I couldn't help but let out a deep sigh.

My mother, upon seeing the incredibly disappointed look on my face the moment I saw her, got a vein popping on her forehead. Needless to say, I received my second lecture of the day.
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			The Next Day, Alone

			“What is this overwhelming sense of wrongness?”

—Day two of playing. My mother, in her infinite wrath, had forbidden me from pulling an all-nighter, so after an early night and an early morning, I returned to the virtual world at five a.m.

Unlike my first login, where I was tossed around at the game’s whim, there was no dramatic sequence of being thrown into the sky or sea this time. The [Arcadia] title logo faded to white, and my consciousness was once again transferred into my avatar in this world.

My current location was the fountain plaza where I’d logged out last night. It was five in the morning in the real world, but time flowed fifty percent faster here, meaning it was approaching eight a.m. The sun had already risen, and the plaza was bustling with activity.

So, why was I standing here alone, scowling and muttering to myself? To put it simply, I was struggling to hide my bewilderment at the difference in physical sensation between my real and virtual bodies. In my initial state, before allocating any stats, my avatar had felt merely “agile.” But after the boss battle, my level was now 17. This avatar, enhanced by 170 status points, had already far surpassed the specs of an ordinary human.

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇

Name: Haru

Lv: 17

STR (Strength): 15

AGI (Agility): 70

DEX (Dexterity): 70

VIT (Vitality): 5

MID (Mind): 5

LUC (Luck): 5

◇Skill◇

・All-Weapon Aptitude

《Quick Change》

《Weapon Darts》

・Accel Tempo

――――――――――――――――――

So that’s what my current status looked like. Even before the boss fight, I could move in ways that would surpass an Olympic athlete… Compared to this body, which had gained even more points since then, my physical specs in the real world were complete garbage.

Perhaps because of this huge gap in physical ability between the two worlds, a tremendous sense of wrongness washed over my entire body, even just standing still. I figured it would fade as I moved around a bit… I could only hope I’d get used to it eventually.

“…Well, what now?”

For the moment, I had no plan. Now that I was separated from Sora, who had surprisingly seemed to have done her research, I was forced to revert to my ‘foreigner lost in a foreign land’ routine.

If I was truly stuck, I could probably ask one of the veteran players walking around for a lecture… but, well, they were all decked out in glittering equipment. It was dazzling, or maybe intimidating?

“Umm… huh?”

My gear and general vibe screamed ‘newbie,’ so unlike yesterday, I stood out even without Sora by my side. Feeling embarrassed by the glances being thrown my way, I opened my inventory to at least look busy… only to find the equipment tab completely bare.

“…I forgot.”

The set of starter weapons that had been so helpful yesterday were, in fact, limited-time tutorial-only items. I’d completely forgotten that they had vanished the moment I cleared the mushroom forest.

My inventory’s materials tab was filled with a massive number of [Caps of the Mush] and an item called [Ancient Wood of the Mycelium], which was likely a boss drop—but none of this would be of any use for hunting mushrooms.

I’d been forced to hunt mushrooms endlessly yesterday, so the currency they dropped had accumulated into a decent sum. In that case, the place I should head to now was—

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

“Huh? Oh, uh, yeah. The weapon shop?”

Hey, you, the kind-looking guy over there! Give me a lecture!!

◇◆◇◆◇

“Welcome.”

Guided by a kind veteran, I arrived at an NPC shop. As I excitedly pushed open the door, I was greeted by a female NPC shopkeeper. Receiving a gentle sense of healing from the beautiful woman’s soft smile, I gave a nod and approached the counter.

“How may I help you today?”

“I’m in need of some weapons.”

“All the equipment we carry here is entry-level gear for beginners, I’m afraid.”

“Oh, that’s no problem. I’m a beginner.”

When I said this as if it were the most natural thing in the world, the shopkeeper showed a look of surprise. “My.”

“Then, you are new to Istia? It has been more than half a year since we last had a new Traveler.”

“Oof…”

Istia, huh… I knew it was unpopular, but I didn't think it was *that* bad. I guess anyone who does their research before starting this game is smart enough to choose another faction… And what’s a Traveler? Is that what NPCs call players?

In any case, running a shop for beginners meant she was inevitably bored. Feeling a little warmed by her somewhat cheerful demeanor, I asked to see a catalog of her wares.

“This is a list of the items we carry.”

With a wave of her hand, a translucent, glowing system board stylishly materialized in the air. Wow, how game-like and cool.

“Hmm…”

Even for beginner gear, there seemed to be a slight hierarchy, from iron to alloys to forged steel. The weapon types included everything I had used from the beginner series, and there were even some oddities like a transforming scythe and a chain mace.

However… in my case, it wasn't a matter of “needing to choose.” Considering my performance in yesterday's battle, my general build was already more or less decided—

“I’ll take everything from the iron series.”

With the lowest-ranked iron weapons, I could just about afford every weapon type listed in the catalog. I did a quick calculation and announced my decision.

“Pardon?”

The shopkeeper replied with a smile, though her voice held a different tone.

It wasn't that she was trying to be intimidating. She was simply confused by what I’d just said. I was aware that my order was a little… unusual, so I had an explanation ready.

“It’s, uh, because I switch between a lot of different weapons when I fight. It’s not a build that specializes in any one thing, you know?”

“I, I see…”

To my surprise, she didn't seem convinced—or rather, what was this? She looked a bit troubled.

“Um… is something wrong?”

Did I miscalculate? Am I short on funds? No, I haven’t even told her how much I have… Hmm?

As I tilted my head in confusion, the shopkeeper, with a hesitant look as if wondering whether she should say anything, timidly pointed to a spot on the floating catalog.

It was in a corner of the page showing the basic details of each weapon, a place where a small but definite “number” was written—

“…Huh?”

Wait, was there a number there? I don’t think the beginner series had anything like that listed. That’s why I overlooked it… wait… —Item Weight?

“…………Ah.”

It seemed the shopkeeper noticed that I’d noticed.

—Ah, yeah, that makes sense. A kind-hearted person like her… she must have hesitated to point out a customer’s ignorance.

Trying to hide the faint heat rising in my face, I quietly opened my own status screen. There, I found an entry for “Max Carry Capacity,” and compared it to the item weights of the weapons the shopkeeper had shown me.

*Ah, I see… So even though it’s a game-like extradimensional storage, the restrictions are actually pretty strict…*

“Well… for a beginner’s capacity, when you factor in armor, consumables, and loot from hunting…”

…It's okay. It’s okay now, Miss Shopkeeper. You don’t have to look so apologetic anymore.

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

“A large weapon and a smaller one for a sub, or perhaps two medium-sized swords like straight swords, would be the limit…”

And so ended my dream of a walking armory (Quick Change build).

◇◆◇◆◇

—Alright, what’s the plan now?

I couldn’t stay dejected forever. After an endless exchange of apologetic bows with the shopkeeper, I purchased an iron straight sword and a great axe. Having armed myself, I left the NPC shop and immediately headed for the lowest recommended level beginner area, the [Plains of the Horizon].

…On a side note, was that lady really an NPC? Her emotional expressions and word choices seemed so human—no, let's put that aside for now.

As expected of a beginner area in the deserted Istia, there wasn't another player in sight across the vast plains. The area's enemy, the [Fool Boar], was everywhere, but these boars didn't seem to be aggressive. As long as I didn’t attack them, they wouldn’t come after me.

The first problem that arose was my avatar’s future development plan. I hadn't given it a second thought yesterday, but it seemed the beginner series I’d used to exhaustion in the mushroom forest was a special set that didn't burden a player’s inventory.

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

I did ask the shopkeeper if there was any way to increase my max carry capacity, but as far as she knew, leveling up was the only way—in other words, no immediate solution. Case closed.

I had this theory that Quick Change was a broken skill, but I never expected a pitfall like this… That said, being able to switch and throw weapons still feels pretty broken, but a technical style of switching between various weapons is probably not realistic.

“The basic idea will be high-speed combat with a fast weapon, switching to a large weapon for the decisive blow…”

For the time being, I plan to go with an agility-focused light warrior, but it seems I’m not opposed to a big, one-hit-kill style either. For a while, my style will likely be using a straight sword as my main, then switching to a great axe for a finishing move.

A combat style where I rapidly switch between various weapons depending on the situation, like yesterday, is impossible for the foreseeable future… but for now, I guess I can stick with my current stat allocation.

I won't be holding onto the large weapon constantly, so there's no need to reconsider how I'm allocating points to STR—or so I thought.

“Time to start the hunt.”

By the way, because I forced both the straight sword and the great axe into my inventory, my carry capacity is completely maxed out. I can’t carry potions, and I can’t even properly pick up loot. And so begins my strange, self-imposed challenge run.
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			An Anticlimactic Reunion

			Her vision, which had been awash in white, gradually regained its color. As the scenery unfolded, a lively soundscape filled the air. Blinking several times to adjust, Sora looked around the fountain plaza where she had logged out the previous night.

Yesterday, she had made a spectacle of herself in front of a large crowd, but today, few paid her any mind. Despite it being around seven in the morning in the real world, the plaza was already teeming with players. She was relieved to have avoided an awkward run-in with yesterday's audience.

After a good night’s sleep, Sora returned to the virtual world feeling refreshed and motivated. “Alright!” she whispered, steeling her resolve. First things first, she had to find Haru, from whom she had parted so abruptly out of embarrassment.

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

Though she had made a conscious choice, it seemed new players who picked Istia were truly rare. After yesterday, Sora was keenly aware that she, being unskilled in combat, needed allies to progress. Since she couldn’t reasonably hope for peers or successors to show up, the only person she could rely on was Haru.

She felt guilty for seeming so dependent, but beggars couldn't be choosers… and more importantly, adventuring with him had been fun. While she had caught a glimpse of his… eccentric side at the very end, she figured he had probably just gotten carried away by an uncontrollable burst of excitement.

“I wonder if I’ll see him again…”

Her biggest regret was her own foolishness last night, logging out in a fit of shame. In this game, you couldn't exchange messages unless you were registered as friends or belonged to the same clan or some other community line.

Therefore, for Sora to meet Haru again, she had to either swallow her pride and ask the players around her about his whereabouts, or trust in luck and hope for a second chance encounter.

In Istia, where new players were non-existent, they would have stood out, so the former option shouldn't be too difficult—the problem was Sora's shyness.

Realizing she was about to chicken out and choose the latter, Sora shook her head. *No, no,* she chided herself, giving a mental slap to her naturally timid heart.

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

One moment she stood there with a pensive expression, the next her face would light up as she recalled last night’s adventure, only for her eyes to cloud with sadness at the memory of her failure, and finally, she would clench her fists to pump herself up.

As a bona fide beautiful girl of an avatar did all this, she drew warm, amused glances from the players around her, but the girl, now fired up with determination, was completely oblivious.

Naturally, some saw the girl who was clearly a newcomer and thought, *“This is my chance,”* preparing to approach her. But Sora, oblivious to such intentions, was about to call out to a kind-looking player passing by when—at that very moment.

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

—Without warning, Haru’s enraged shout echoed through the fountain plaza, reaching everyone's ears as he respawned.

◇◆◇◆◇

*That damn boar, are you kidding me, it just pops up out of nowhere with a stun and then a one-hit-kill charge, how am I supposed to deal with that, I’d just wiped out a whole herd and my battle high was completely gone, and it’s a triggered boss spawn, seriously, what’s the trigger, do I have to train all those idiots again, what are non-AGI builds supposed to do, there has to be another condition—“H-Haru-san…?”—or something right, yeah there has to be, maybe killing a certain number? But hunting them one by one is a pain in its own way, so maybe training them again is better, but how do I deal with that area-of-effect stun—*

“Um, Haru-san!”

“Huh?”

A familiar, lovely voice pulled me out of my rage-fueled, high-speed thought process. Well, more than just familiar…

“Wait, uh… Sora?”

It was the one-night-only buddy with whom I had adventured yesterday and parted ways with on a rather intense note.

“Um, uh… g-good morning.”

“Oh, uh, morning…”

“…………”

“…………”

*Uh, what do I do?* I had hoped to see her again, but the final impression I left was so strong that I had no idea what kind of face to make. It was just… awkward.

For now, should I thank her for clinging to my arm for some reason? I’d probably get slapped.

She seemed to be in a similar boat. Maybe she was remembering the same thing I was, because her cheeks were faintly blushing, which only made me feel more uncomfortable.

……………………Hmm.

It’s not that I’m completely against this kind of sweet, romantic vibe, and I am, after all, a college student this spring, a youth still permitted the follies of adolescence.

Although her appearance was just an avatar… she had a great personality, a cute voice and mannerisms, and most importantly, despite being of the opposite sex, being with her was strangely relaxing and not tiring at all. It was an honor to be generating what could be mistaken for a rom-com atmosphere with a girl who had, for all intents and purposes, earned the title of a perfect beauty.

But, honestly, right now, I just wanted to enjoy the game called [Arcadia] to the fullest. And I knew from our adventure last night that she felt the same way.

Which meant that, for now, it was a definite no-thank-you to any rom-com antics. I knew that if I said this to the veteran players glaring at me for creating this vibe with Sora, I might be subjected to a merciless spawn-camping hell, but—no, thank you.

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

“—Alright.”

The moment I made that decision, I felt all sorts of troublesome things vanish from my mind. Sora is cute. But not in *that* way. She’s a fun, sister-like presence to play with. Final answer.

“Sora.”

“Y-Yes…”

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

I spoke, dissipating the previous atmosphere with a clean sweep that felt a little unnatural even to myself. Sora, likely bewildered by my sudden change in demeanor, blinked her large eyes. How cute.

“You… you mean, it’s okay?”

“It’s more than okay. Most guys would be overjoyed to become friends with a girl like you.”

“Huh…? …!?”

Ah, this isn’t good. Once I excluded her as a romantic interest, my choice of words became too casual. It was clearly different from the gentlemanly persona I had tried to maintain yesterday, and Sora seemed increasingly confused by my slightly flirtatious tone.

Course correction. Even as a little sister, not too close, a bit more on the gentlemanly side…

“I had a lot of fun yesterday, so I’d be happy if we could play together again.”

Keep the smile natural—behold, the natural, professional smile I’ve cultivated over three years of part-time jobs!!

“…………”

Sora seemed to be contemplating something. In the end, whether it was my part-timer-warrior smile that won her over or some other factor, I had no way of knowing, but—

“Y-Yes, I’d love to…!”

And so, the name of the girl, Sora, who bowed her head with a somewhat nervous expression, was etched into my previously empty friends list.

◇◆◇◆◇

Sora extended a welcome invitation, “Since we’re here, would you like to party up again today?” I accepted without a second thought and immediately sent her a party invite. After guiding her to an NPC shop to procure some equipment, we headed to the [Plains of the Horizon] together.

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

“So that’s how I was dealing with those boars.”

Now that I was back, I gave Sora a lecture on the idiot boars, the main enemy of this field. She nodded along before tilting her head.

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

“Well, they are weak. Oh, wait, with your AGI, it might be tough if one charges you from close range.”

“Right, I’ll be careful with my spacing… Ah, that’s not what I meant. I was wondering how even you could get killed by them.”

Hmm? …Ah, I see.

“If you’re talking about me respawning just now, it wasn't them who did it.”

Well, I did get run over once after underestimating them the first time. But I have no intention of telling a young lady about such a foolish mistake.

“A different enemy…?”

“Not different, exactly. More like the big boss of these idiot… boars.”

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

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

“…Wow.”

Sora, whose only experience with death had been the relatively soft one of being headbutted by a fungus—albeit a creepy-looking one—seemed shocked by my tale of being literally “turned into mince-meat.” The girl’s cheeks twitched slightly.

I, for one, did not want to witness the shocking scene of a beautiful girl being flattened by a gigantic boar. I wanted to approach this with a solid chance of winning, but…

“My positioning was also terrible… I really don’t want to believe that popping out of the ground right under my nose is its default move.”

“Was there, um, any warning?”

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

“Thirty… Huh? What kind of situation was that?”

Don’t give me that look like, “You were doing something weird *again*.” It’s not like I actively try to do strange things.

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

“Ah, right!”

After hunting about ten of them, I had abandoned all pretense of caution and chosen to become the wind, but it’s possible that if I had continued more methodically, I might have noticed the flag.

Now that I’ve managed to meet up with Sora, I’ll just pretend my solo journey earlier never happened and switch to a more relaxed, enjoyable pace.

“Um… that said, I still don’t have any way to attack…”

Sora said, shrinking back as if just remembering.

“Did you log out right after we parted yesterday? I got a few skills, so you should check too, Sora.”

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

It was true that I was the sole attacker, but without the girl’s healing support, I don’t know how many times I would have been reduced to a shower of death effects. It was hard to believe she wouldn’t be granted any skills for her clear contribution to the boss fight.

…Well, if it’s based on the player’s actions, she probably wouldn’t get an attack spell. But she might have gotten one by mistake. I believe the system is kind to beautiful girls—

“Um… 《Healer's Mindset》?”

Yep. Her path as a pure healer is now set in stone.

Reading out the name of a skill that was in no way related to attacking, Sora wore an indescribably sad expression. Knowing that she, despite her lack of aptitude, wanted to fight on the front lines herself, I quietly averted my eyes from the painful sight.
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			“Tenth one… got it.”

For me, who had already confirmed I could handle them even in a herd, a single boar was nothing to fear. While enjoying the healing sight of Sora’s cute, pouting face, I briskly hunted down the Fool Boars.

“Hmph… The fact that you’re defeating them without a scratch is also contributing to my dissatisfaction!”

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

“What…? W-Why are you so frail?! And now that I notice, your armor! Why aren’t you wearing any?!”

“Frail…”

I can’t help it with the armor. If I equipped armor on top of my straight sword and great axe, I’d hit the carry capacity limit, which would lead to the absurd situation of not being able to bring back any loot from hunting.

Anyway, when I asked, it turned out Sora, just as I’d imagined, was allocating her stats in a fairly balanced way. I was relieved to see she wasn’t wasting points on useless things like STR for her likely build path, but she was already sturdier than me. She could probably take a hit from a Fool Boar and be fine.

“Well, if I don’t get hit, I take no damage.”

“If you take no damage, *I’m* the one with a problem!”

*No-dame*, she said. You can tell she’s not used to saying it. How relaxing.

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

“But then again, willingly limiting myself to one weapon and letting my skills go to waste doesn’t sit right with me…”

Though it may be inferior to a specialized aptitude, 《All-Weapon Aptitude》 and 《Quick Change》 were skills the game had tailored for me, saying they “suited me.”

Since I have them, I want to make the most of them, and I want to see what this avatar can do once it’s been pushed to its limits.

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

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

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

In this game, magic apparently isn't affected by weapon stats, so Sora, who had only picked up a ring for casters, was currently unarmed. There were staves and such, but those were apparently for magic knight builds that mixed staff arts with magic.

Sora muttered this while clenching and unclenching her empty hands… but yeah, let’s not? Let’s save your melee debut for after you can swing a weapon without closing your eyes.

When I advised her of this in the gentlest way possible, Sora puffed out her cheeks in extreme dissatisfaction.

◇◆◇◆◇

“Huh?”

“Wah!?”

After we had been hunting for a while longer, a sudden and unusual event made both of us cry out in surprise.

It was a faint vibration. Thanks to the detailed sensations provided by virtual reality, we could tell it was “gradually getting closer.” This tremor was probably—

“Haru-san, could it be…?”

“Is this the warning sign…?”

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

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

If that’s the case…

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

“…Could you please consider raising your VIT or wearing some armor?”

“Sorry, I’ll give it my full and forward-looking consideration from now on…”

The healer, who had no job even in a boss fight for the crappy reason that her frontline fighter would die in one hit from anything, was now glaring at me, clearly very displeased.

However, this time, Sora would no longer be a complete spectator.

“I’ll do my part in support, at least.”

“Hmph… 《Spectator’s Cheer》.”

From Sora, whose pout had become a permanent fixture on her face, I received the support skill she had newly acquired.

The skill’s name, which probably meant “cheer of a spectator,” was something Sora clearly disliked from the bottom of her heart, but its effect was quite unique and powerful.

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

For a skill acquired so easily by a new player, it was a pretty insane modifier, but the condition for its effect to activate was the extremely restrictive “the caster cannot participate in the subsequent battle.”

*…I wonder whose fault it is that a skill like this manifested.* Ah, Sora-san, please stop glaring.

As Sora raised her ring-adorned right hand and muttered the skill’s name, my body, the target, began to glow faintly.

“Ugh… this still throws me off.”

My stats were boosted, and I stumbled at the sudden shift in sensation… but well, I’d get used to it. I could develop the ability to adapt to instantaneous changes in my abilities over time.

I was currently level 18, so my total stat points were 180. A 1.2x multiplier on all of those was equivalent to a boost of nearly 4 levels—if the level cap was 100, and you used this on a max-level player, they’d become a level 120 monster, right?

“Haru-san?”

“Oh, just shuddering at your future potential, Sora.”

“…?”

Just as my multi-weapon aptitude grew into All-Weapon Aptitude, if her 《Spectator’s Cheer》 were to evolve further… I should try not to think about it.

More important than that terrifying thought was the master of the earth-shattering tremor that was now rapidly approaching. Speaking of terrifying and Sora… sora-osoroshi…

“—Dodge the terrible pun!”

“BRRRRMOOOOOOOOOOOOH!!”

As I failed to suppress a chilling thought, the dirt-caked giant I was meeting for the second time finally revealed itself from beneath my feet.

As long as I could confirm the warning signs, I already knew how it would appear. I dodged the forced stun from the vibration by timing a jump!

This bellowing beast, more like a raging bull than a great boar, was none other than the villainous [Buried Great Boar], the one that had combo-locked me as if by right.

“Hk…!?”

I sensed the girl gasp behind me, and I couldn't blame her. If I hadn't been crushed to a pulp within three seconds of meeting it, I probably would have been terrified before getting angry.

It stood well over five meters tall, its dirt-caked fur so thick and tough it made a scrubbing brush seem soft. Its two massive tusks, which spiraled flamboyantly like a wine opener, made me question how it even managed to burrow underground.

It looked like the very embodiment of VIT and STR—so, for starters…

“Let me offer you a greeting—DIE!!”

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

The straight sword, thrust with the force of my entire arm, pierced deep into its eyeball. The great boar, which had appeared only seconds ago, let out a piercing scream as a torrent of bright red effects, a substitute for blood, erupted from its right eye.

“As expected of [Arcadia]! Of course it has a part-break system!!”

I kicked off its snout as it thrashed in agony. As the critical hit effects subsided, my excitement surged at the sight of the large wound where its eye used to be—oops.

“…………”

I felt a gaze on my back. To be more precise, the kind of gaze one would direct at “something seriously dangerous.”

*Get a grip, me.* This dark habit of mine, which I had only become aware of last night at the tender age of eighteen, was not something I should be revealing to an innocent young girl.

—*Face it, me. Right now, you’re the weird one.*

“Cool… stay calm and be cool, me…!”

That mutter itself was already not cool, but this was a side of me I had trouble controlling. I calmed my heart, but kept the torque of my mind revved up so as not to drop my performance—

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

As I forcibly shifted gears and taunted it, the great boar, enraged at having lost an eye so suddenly, scraped its hoof on the ground, declaring its intent to trample me immediately.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—Hraaah!!”

From a safe distance of over ten meters, the player dodged the massive, charging bulk—a sight that would make even a non-targeted person like herself freeze—and countered as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

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

His words were arrogant, but… well, his attitude was more subdued than yesterday’s display. Whether it reacted to his taunt or not, the great boar screeched to a halt near him, shook its body, and sent the dirt caked on it flying with incredible force.

It was a game-like area-of-effect attack, a massive barrage of flying clods of earth—and yet,

“—”

Did he react?

“Ngh—”

Was he thinking?

“—Hmph…!”

Could he see them?

“————Hah, dodged ‘em all!!”

He crouched, kicked off the ground, threw his body, leaped, did a backflip, a side flip, a one-handed vault—then hid his body behind the great axe he had deployed in mid-air.

If she recorded this process, which had completely devolved into an acrobatic performance, and showed it to him, would he finally realize it?

“He has the face of a beginner, acting like this is all perfectly normal…”

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

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

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

From technical aspects to the smallest in-game discoveries, media outlets scrambled to report on them every day. When a major event occurred, it was commonplace for in-game footage to be broadcast to the real world on a massive scale.

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

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

She didn’t quite understand why herself, but Sora found she couldn’t tell him the truth.

Just for a little while longer… even if it was just a pretense on her part, from the same position of “ignorance”—she wanted to watch him frolic in his innocence.

As Sora watched with complex emotions, Haru, who was toying with the great boar, smiled as brightly as a child.
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			Back-to-Back on the Plains

			Once you dealt with the area-of-effect stun it used upon spawning, the [Buried Great Boar] was, frankly, an easy boss with no real challenging elements.

Its immense size might make you flinch, but its charge speed was hardly different from a Fool Boar's, making it easy to dodge if you just stayed calm. Even its area-of-effect attack, where it hurled clumps of dirt from its body, wasn't hard to deal with, as the projectiles always landed a set distance away from it.

It used its ground-shaking stun at other times too, not just at the start, but the wind-up—raising its front legs—was so absurdly long that you could easily jump to avoid it, almost like playing jump rope. In short, its difficulty was exactly what you’d expect from a beginner area boss.

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

◇You have acquired a new title.◇

・*Vanquisher of the Buried Great Boar*

・*One Who Runs the Plains*

◇You have acquired new skills.◇

・Boar's Heart

・Acrobatics

So, yeah, that was the result. The moment my straight sword cleanly pierced its brow, the great boar froze, and several logs popped up simultaneously—

"A complete victory!"

As I flashed a peace sign with the exploding corpse of the great boar and a victory fanfare in the background, the goddess of victory waiting behind me turned away with a huff.

From my point of view, it was an incredibly cute gesture that almost made me break into a goofy grin, but considering her feelings, I knew I had to smooth things over or she might just get fed up with me.

I had no idea what twist of fate allowed a plain-looking guy like me to team up with her—a girl who was presumably beautiful and had a gentle, graceful personality. There was no room to get complacent about this situation.

As I walked over to the disgruntled girl, she kept glancing at me out of the corner of her eye, making it blatantly obvious she was just *pretending* to be angry...

"Sora, you're so cu—whoa, that was close!"

"Heah...?!"

*That was close! That post-boss-fight high almost made me say everything on my mind!!*

*'Sora is so cute,' my ass! What am I doing, trying to flirt with her so casually? That's not my character!!*

Letting out a deliberately theatrical cough, I turned to appease the girl who had flinched at my sudden outburst.

"You were a huge help. I might've been in trouble without that status boost."

"…It didn't look that way to me. You were moving as weirdly as ever."

She must have thought I was just flattering her, judging by her chilly response... but I was being honest. It really was a close call.

That first dirt-throwing attack... I dodged it on reflex, but I'm not sure I could have done it with my base stats. I'd like to think getting hit by a clump of dirt wouldn't have been a one-hit kill, but there was a very real possibility of being finished off by a follow-up attack while I was knocked down.

No effort was too great when it came to pleasing my cute companion. As I explained all this, Sora still looked a bit unconvinced, but...

"Mmmph... Fine. I'll accept that explanation for now."

And with that, it seemed I had her convinced, for the most part.

"Anyway, we should figure something out. You must be bored just watching all the time, Sora."

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

Yeah, I can't blame her. If I were in her position, I'd be so bored I'd be complaining too. We definitely needed to find a way for her to participate in combat.

"So, about that... did you get any new skills from the results screen?"

"Oh, right. Um... *Observer's Eye*?"

*I guess you don't get offensive skills without direct combat experience, huh? Still, it's an intriguing name.*

"Hoh. What kind of skill is it?"

"Um... hmm, how do I put it... It makes it easier to see... and understand... the movements of an opponent who's a certain distance away...?"

She seemed to be struggling to put it into words, tilting her head in confusion along with me. She probably understood it herself, thanks to that mental-install feature.

"Umm... Please look at that Fool Boar over there."

"Alrighty?"

Struggling but determined to explain, Sora pointed to a boar a short distance away.

"For example, if it suddenly started running,"

"And?"

"There's a slight delay before we recognize that, right? Before we think, 'Oh, it's started running.'"

"Hmm? Mmm, ah...? Ohhh."

I vaguely understood what she was getting at. It was about the time it takes to see something, process it, and understand it.

"It seems to be a skill that shortens that delay... Um, does that make sense...?"

"Yeah, I think I get it, surprisingly well."

In other words, it speeds up her visual processing. That's actually pretty amazing... *Wait, is that even possible? Manipulating an individual's perception speed... What kind of... Just more mystery tech, I guess. As expected of [Arcadia].*

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

It was up to Sora to make use of it, but this *Observer's Eye* skill, which improved reaction time, seemed highly suited for combat—in fact, wasn't it a straight-up combat skill?

She must have thought so too, because even though it wasn't the offensive skill she had hoped for, a look of anticipation slowly dawned on her face.

"The condition about keeping a distance is no problem, since I was planning to avoid close-quarters combat anyway. To make the most of it, I'd need a ranged weapon... like a bow?"

"Yes, that sounds right. I doubt I can get a gun as a new player, so a bow is probably the way to go until I can learn some offensive magic."

That seemed like the sensible choice—*wait, what? This game has guns? That's unusual for a game with such a heavy fantasy vibe...*

While I, in my continued state of ignorance until I bothered to look it up online, was still reeling from the surprise, Sora looked newly motivated now that she had a plan.

I watched with a fond smile as she excitedly declared, "I'll try it now!" and activated the skill—

"—Huhh?"

The next instant, Sora let out a bewildered cry and stumbled.

"Hnngh…, wha…?! Hnngh…?!"

"S-Sora-san...?"

It wasn't just a single stumble; she let out a faint sound, something between a groan and a scream. I immediately sensed something was wrong. Just as I called out to her, Sora's knees buckled beside me.

"Hey...!"

I instinctively caught her slender avatar. Her HP was full, and she didn't have any status effects. Worried, I leaned in to look at her face as she suddenly collapsed for no discernible reason...

"Ugh... ghhh..."

For some reason, Sora's eyes were spinning—no, I mean *literally* spinning. It was that classic manga effect where the pupils turn into spirals.

Seeing such a cartoony expression in a world with graphics this realistic felt out of place... but I decided to put that thought aside for now.

"Sora, are you okay? ...Hey, Sora-san, you there?"

"Ugh... can see... the future... overlapping with the present... spinning, dizzy...!"

"O-Oh...?"

Sora squeezed her eyes shut as if enduring a headache, trying to tell me something in a faint voice, but her words were too mumbled and fragmented for me to understand. All I could do was tilt my head in confusion.

She leaned against me, and for a moment she seemed to be trying to stay on her feet... but it was no use. She went completely limp, entrusting her full weight to me, and I gently lowered both of us to the ground.

This was... oddly familiar. It was just like that groggy old drunk I used to see at my part-time izakaya job, about five seconds before he was about to puke his guts out.

It was a terrible analogy for a presumably beautiful girl, but I'm sorry, it was a perfect match.

Even the way she desperately gripped my hand, as if trying to fight back the suffocating nausea, was identical... *I really need to stop thinking about that. If I vividly recall the tragedy that occurred five seconds later, my own mental state will take a nosedive.*

Fortunately, Sora was... well, I had no idea if you could even get sick and throw up in this world, but... she gradually began to calm down.

"...You okay?"

"I'm... sorry... Just a little longer... like this..."

She still seemed to need a bit more time, murmuring uncomfortably as she rested against me. While this was... a fortunate position to be in, I was genuinely worried.

It was obvious that the new skill she'd tried to activate was the cause, but... now what?

"...Um..."

"Feeling better?"

Sora had been frozen solid, as if the slightest movement would be the end of her, but after a while, she hesitantly lifted her head.

Since she was leaning completely against me, our faces were just inches apart. She gasped for a moment at the proximity, her face turning red, but she didn't scramble to move away.

Her eyes, when they met mine, were still slightly unfocused. It looked like she was still a little dizzy.

"Don't push yourself. You want to lie down?"

I said, patting my lap. Sora's eyes widened in surprise, and then a shy blush crept up her cheeks as she gave a small shake of her head.

"I-I'm fine... really. I'm sorry for that, and... thank you."

Gradually regaining her composure, she took a breath and sat up with a small grunt.

"It was the skill, right?"

"Yes, um... It was... intense."

Hmm, intense.

"Well... as soon as I used the skill, it was like everything that was moving looked blurry."

"Blurry?"

"Yes. I think... the information I could normally perceive got mixed up with the information I perceived through *Observer's Eye*..."

"…Hoh?"

*Crap, I have no idea what she's talking about. This is probably something only the user can understand.*

"It's like I can see it, but I can't... or maybe I see *too much*... I think... my own processing power just isn't enough."

"Huh...? Can you really learn a skill like that? A skill that knocks you out every time you use it is just a self-destruct button."

*To put it mildly, isn't that a garbage skill?*

"Um, well... I have a feeling that once I get used to it, it'll be fine."

"It didn't look like something you could just 'get used to'…"

"You know how when you learn a skill, you instinctively get a rough idea of how to use it? It's like that. I have a feeling it'll probably be okay."

"Hmm...?"

So it just requires practice? If the skill is that powerful, it would be a shame to let it go to waste. And if she says she can do it, then training seems like the right move.

"So, wanna train? Think just using it over and over will do the trick?"

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

"Okay. I'll be your backrest."

"Oh, thank you very mu—Huh?"

"Hm?"

"Eh?"

Eh?

"N-No, I couldn't possibly! A backrest, I mean, I couldn't..."

"But there are no objects to lean against on this field."

It really was a prairie as far as the eye could see. You'd think there would be at least one rock lying around, but the only objects were some bushes bearing fruit—probably food for the boars.

If we had bags, we could use them as pillows, but blessed as we were with the fantasy convenience of an item box, we were naturally empty-handed.

"It might be weird if you think of me as a guy, but hey, it's just an avatar. Don't worry about it, lean on me."

Having already mentally classified Sora as a little sister, I felt no shame or ulterior motives. This offer was born of one-hundred-percent pure kindness—no, I'm lying. Maybe ten percent was ulterior motives. I'm a guy, after all!

"B-But, um... I... Ugh, uuuu~...!"

As I played the part of the 'dependable guy' with supposedly zero ulterior motives, Sora began to fidget nervously—*whoa, what is that adorable gesture? It's super effective against me, so please stop.*

"Uuu... Okay... then... would you... mind?"

"Yeah, leave it to me."

I theatrically thumped my chest. Sora let out a small chuckle, then, after a moment's hesitation, leaned her back against mine.

I could feel the warmth of her virtual body, so realistic it was almost startling. I had to consciously soothe my fluttering heart to keep it from racing.

I could hear her take a deep breath, as if steeling herself. To avoid getting too distracted by her as she started her training, I decided to focus on my own tasks.

I decided to set aside the growing list of titles and newly acquired skills for later. First up: my status.

Between the boss fights and grinding mobs, I had leveled up quite a bit and saved up a nice pile of stat points.

Leveling in this game is pretty fast. The progression feels much quicker than in the MMOs I played in the past.

The blessing of Istia, which aids in early development, probably plays a big part... but anyway, time to distribute these points.

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇

Name: Haru

Lv: 23 (60)

STR: 15

AGI: 70

DEX: 70

VIT: 5

MID: 5

LUC: 5

◇Skill◇

・All-Weapon Aptitude

《Quick Change》

《Weapon Darts》

・Accel Tempo

・Boar's Heart New!

・Acrobatics New!

――――――――――――――――――

"Alright..."

What to do? My original plan was to max out AGI and DEX, so I had no qualms about dumping half my points into each to push them into the triple digits.

However... I had a feeling that, one way or another, I'd have many more opportunities to party with Sora in the future—and I was grateful for that.

There was the fact that we seemed to have this strange connection, but also, since neither of us could realistically hope to find other new or contemporary players, we were each other's only option for a partner at the same level.

If that was the case, shouldn't I avoid a build focused on solo play? It would be a different story if Sora was heading toward an offensive build, but right now, she was definitively on the path to becoming a support healer.

Sticking with my default one-hit-and-you're-dead build, which rendered healing pointless, would simply halve the effectiveness of teaming up with Sora.

It did synergize with her somewhat broken support skill, *Spectate Ale*, but I had no intention of making her rely on a skill that was premised on her just watching from the sidelines.

I mean, what's the point of playing a game if you're just spectating? She's a player, not an accessory for me. If we couldn't enjoy it together, there was no point.

"In that case..."

So, should I raise my VIT? It wasn't that simple. My 'frail constitution,' as Sora called it, wasn't just due to my stats; it was also because I wasn't wearing any armor, leaving me effectively naked... in a gaming sense, of course. I was still wearing the default villager-style undergarments.

Putting that aside, just raising VIT wouldn't be very effective. The vitality stat does increase your base durability to some degree, but its primary function is to meet the stat requirements for equipping armor.

But if I were to wear armor, I would run into the carry weight limit, which would completely negate my playstyle.

Some might say I should just fight with a single sword, but the aptitude skill I got was *All-Weapon Aptitude*, which has lower bonuses than specialized aptitudes like *Straight Sword Aptitude* or *Greatsword Aptitude*.

If I limit myself to a single weapon style, I'd just become a completely inferior version of a player with a specialized aptitude, and several of my skills, starting with *Quick Change*, would become useless.

...Yep, I'm checkmated here. It seems I have no choice but to continue down this path.

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇

Name: Haru

Lv: 23

STR: 15

AGI: 70→100

DEX: 70→100

VIT: 5

MID: 5

LUC: 5

◇Skill◇

・All-Weapon Aptitude

《Quick Change》

《Weapon Darts》

・Accel Tempo

・Boar's Heart

・Acrobatics

――――――――――――――――――

Mmm, a pair of nice, clean hundreds. While I'm at it, I might as well check out my two new skills.

Boar's Heart—Activates after building up some momentum. Adds a bonus damage modifier and knockback effect to a subsequent body slam or weapon attack.

Acrobatics—When DEX is used to compensate for high-speed maneuvers that rely on AGI, this skill strengthens the supplementary effect.

"Hoh...?"

Not bad. Boar's Heart turns any action after a running start into a pseudo-charge skill, while Acrobatics lets me save points on DEX, meaning I can pump more into AGI.

Putting aside the fact that I probably acquired the former due to that idiotic, explosive rampage of mine, it was a satisfying haul. All good.

Finally, the titles. After two boss fights, the list had grown, so I went through them.

Hmm, it's still the very beginning of the game, so there probably aren't any titles with flashy effects... but *Weaver of Bonds*... this one looks pretty good.

I must have gotten it from clearing content with Sora. Its effect was a little unique: you could designate a specific player, and you'd receive a slight bonus to all stats while partied with them.

Among the other lackluster effects like 'minor stamina increase' or 'minor EXP boost,' this was a genuinely appealing benefit.

Since I had no one else in mind, I designated Sora as the target... and that was about it.

The occasional pained sigh, the hesitant weight against my back... I fiddled with my status window, trying to distract myself from the sensations.
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			An Encounter Through the Screen

			Some time passed. Each time her skill came off its recast time, Sora endured a fierce battle against dizziness, nausea, and a host of other unpleasantries. Just as she had declared, she managed to master the skill within about an hour.

Confident that she could now use it in actual combat without issue, we returned to the hub and purchased a shortbow as a ranged weapon for Sora.

We immediately zipped back to the boar plains to test it out against a Fool Boar.

"Okay... Here I go."

"I'll back you up if things get dicey, so just relax."

I offered some words of encouragement to Sora, who looked a little nervous about her first try. She responded with a shy smile before gently placing her fingertips on the bowstring.

With a pinching motion, a translucent, faintly glowing arrow materialized. It was a peculiar feature of this game: bows were apparently pure magic weapons that didn't require physical arrows. Your remaining shots were determined by your MP, not your quiver.

Now, according to her, she had never even touched a bow in real life, but the game apparently provided a system assist for that. She must have been receiving some kind of guidance, because she drew the bow with a beautiful form that was far from amateurish.

She glanced over at me. With my straight sword in hand, I gave her a nod that said, *Whenever you're ready*. Sora held her breath and let her first arrow fly.

The result was—a perfect shot. It landed squarely between the boar's eyes.

"It hit!"

The boar let out a pathetic squeal, and Sora whirled around, beaming with joy—wait, Sora-san, it's not dead yet!

"Whoa there!"

"Fwah?!"

Whipping out a great axe, I slammed it into the ground to intercept the boar charging at Sora's defenseless back. I angled the shaft to parry its momentum, sending the Fool Boar flying past her and off into the distance.

"S-Sorry...!"

"I get it."

It was her first real attack on her second day. It's no surprise she got a little carried away.

"Were you using Observer's Eye just now?"

"I was. I still have it active."

"So the duration is pretty long?"

"It seems to last as long as I have the MP for it."

"So it's a sustained-cost type."

Excellent. That meant she could maintain it for extended periods, depending on her MP pool.

We chatted while watching the Fool Boar lumber through a slow turn after its charge. She probably wouldn't let her guard down a second time, and I could have left it to her, but—

"Guess I'll play vanguard."

I switched from the great axe, which my base STR couldn't handle properly, to my straight sword and stepped in front of Sora, twirling the blade idly. Since we were already working on the premise of being a pair, it would be better practice for her to have me in front.

"I'll hold back on my attacks, so whenever you think you have a shot, go for it."

"O-Okay... Um, sorry if I hit you."

"Well, I doubt a single shot from a beginner's bow would one-shot me... I don't think so, anyway? Yeah, probably, maybe."

Averting my eyes from Sora's wry smile at my noncommittal reply, I ran off to grab the Fool Boar's aggro.

*No, surely I'll be fine... right? Don't let me down, 5 VIT...!*

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Hhhnnnggghhh..."

It was exactly noon, real-world time. Having logged out of the virtual world for lunch, I was now lying on my VR machine, letting out a groan worthy of an old man.

My body felt so damn heavy. Probably because I'd built my avatar to be an agility specialist, the perceived weight difference between my body over there and here was just too great. It had been bad when I logged off last night, but I had a feeling it was even worse now that I'd spent the status points from the two boss fights.

"Is this something all Arcadia players go through, or is it just my poor VR aptitude...?"

I'd be bummed if it was the latter... With a grimace, I slowly moved my incredibly sluggish real body. Sensing my shift in posture, the machine automatically opened its lid, and the bed, which also functioned as a reclining chair, lifted my back.

...This thing is a gaming console, you know? A marvel of advanced technology from top to bottom.

"Alright, time for food."

No matter how much I jumped around in virtual reality, my real body was just lying there. I got out of the machine and stretched my stiff limbs before leaving my room.

My parents both work, so they weren't home. I passed through the quiet living room and raided the fridge for ingredients.

I may have logged out, but my mind was still completely absorbed in the virtual world. Sora's combat training had gone smoothly, and our progress as a pair was right on track. We'd taken a temporary break for lunch, and to my delight, she had asked if I'd be willing to continue afterward.

Man, I was happy. I was honestly worried I might be using up all my lifetime's worth of luck with this sudden popular-guy routine, but I'd gladly accepted. My afternoon was now booked for an otherworldly adventure with a presumably beautiful girl.

"So thankful for this chain of coincidences... A stir-fry should be fine. I can't be bothered with anything complicated."

I grabbed some random ingredients and put a frying pan on the stove. If you're not making anything fancy, cooking involves a surprising amount of waiting. Right now, I was antsy to dive back into the virtual world for as long as possible, so even the short wait for the pan to heat up felt tedious.

Out of boredom, I decided to turn on the living room TV.

"Whoa, it's been three years since I last touched a TV remote."

It had been three years since [Arcadia] was announced. To protect my sanity, I had cut myself off from every possible source of information. Not just the internet on my phone and computer, but I'd even done my best to avoid newspapers and magazines, dedicating myself to my part-time jobs.

There were many times I'd accidentally stumbled upon information about [Arcadia], but each time, I managed to dodge it by using work and studying as an excuse.

So it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say I'd been left behind by society for the past three years, but that was how much effort it took to completely shut out any news about a colossal title like [Arcadia].

But now, having finally gotten my hands on the dream of virtual reality, there was nothing holding me back. In fact, if I was going to get serious about clearing the game, I'd need all the information I could get. With a sense of deep emotion, I turned on the screen, and what appeared was—

"Oh, speak of the devil."

By some coincidence, it was a program related to the virtual world that currently occupied one hundred percent of my brain. A banner at the top of the screen read something like, *Arcadia's Strongest Sword King! Uncovering the Secret to Their Strength!?*

"Who the heck is the Sword King?"

With zero information, talk of the 'strongest' or a 'Sword King' went right over my head. As I tossed oil and ingredients into the preheated pan, I pictured a muscular giant wielding a massive, golden greatsword—

"—Whoa...!"

A few seconds later, when the so-called "Strongest Sword King" appeared on the TV screen, I found myself unconsciously holding my breath.

—*She's beautiful.* So beautiful that describing her with generic compliments like 'amazing' or 'incredible' felt inadequate. There, on the screen, was a stunningly beautiful girl.

Silvery hair with a faint blue tint, and large, garnet-red eyes—an almost frighteningly perfect beauty.

[Arcadia]'s graphics were nearly indistinguishable from reality; even up close, people looked almost exactly as they would in the real world. And yet, the girl on the screen looked like a character straight out of an anime or manga.

Frankly, she was far more beautiful than any heroine from a work of fiction. Was this the third dimension surpassing the second...?

"Well, I mean, it's just an avatar, but still..."

Even so, she was on another level. Even if that beauty was the result of character creation, it was a masterpiece that made the other handsome men and beautiful women I'd seen in Istia's capital seem plain.

...What about Sora? Well, they're in different leagues... This girl is the 'stunning' type, while Sora is the 'cute' type, so you can't really compare them—and it's impossible anyway. When you reach that level, you're not even human anymore; you're an angel. Sora's an angel too, of course, but she's an angel in a more 'girlish' way, my personal source of comfort, whereas the Strongest-chan on the screen has transcended humanity—

"Whoa, crap!"

I snatched the frying pan, now smelling faintly of something burning, off the heat. I can't believe I was just standing there, captivated! I splashed in some water as an emergency measure, saving the pan from becoming a gateway to the abyss.

"That was close..."

Taking a breath, I turned my eyes back to the TV. It seemed to be an interview-style show. A player dressed like a reporter was asking all sorts of questions, but... a lot of them were pretty technical. As a complete newbie, it was all, "I'm sorry, I don't quite understand what you're saying."

"Hmm, her voice is cute too."

At the very least, she didn't seem like the boisterous type. Her voice was graceful and carried a pleasant sweetness that perfectly matched her dignified, princess-like aura.

I still couldn't follow the interview at all, but just watching the girl's mannerisms was a treat for the eyes. No matter what, a beautiful girl is a good thing, even in virtual reality. Their mere existence can bring comfort to complete strangers.

With these silly thoughts in my head, I quickly prepared my lunch. I spent the meal shoveling stir-fry into my mouth while watching the girl known as the "Strongest Sword King"—Iris.
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			"That would be Alicia White-san. She doesn't actually hold the title *Strongest Sword King*, but rather [Sword Queen]."

"Haeh... She seemed more like a 'Princess' than a 'Queen,' though."

"Fufu, you're right. Most people agree that *suits her better*, so she's generally known as the 'Princess.'"

"'She doesn't seem to care whether people call her Queen or Princess, though,' Sora added, proving herself quite knowledgeable. We had met up again at Istia's fountain plaza after our lunch break, and my surprisingly well-informed partner was sharing some of her wisdom with me."

"So she's really famous, huh? I mean, she's on TV and called the strongest, so I guess that's obvious."

"Among players who appear in the media, she's by far the most popular. She's incredibly beautiful, after all."

It was true; that avatar was on another level. If there were such a thing as a character creation service, people would pay good money for that.

"But I see. A girl that cute being the strongest... that feels very fantasy-like. I like it."

So there were no performance gaps between genders in virtual reality. Though I imagine there were still individual differences in things like reflexes and reaction speed.

"Alicia-san is really amazing. There should be a lot of war archives on video sites, so I recommend you check them out, Haru-san."

"Hoh. So people do stream videos like that."

At my impressed remark, Sora gave me a look that just screamed, *What is this guy talking about?*—and yeah, she had a point. I was probably the only person who would jump into a world as massive as this virtual reality after a three-year hiatus with absolutely zero prior information.

"Hmm..."

It's not like I had anything to hide, so I considered telling her... but for some reason, I always feel a strange aversion to bringing up real-life topics in a game like this.

If I confessed that I was going in blind, the conversation might spiral into the story of my three years of high school spent as a part-time-job warrior. Talking about my real self like that would feel like I was just bragging, and it would be embarrassing.

I'll just answer if she asks.

"Alright, on to Stage II."

As we chatted idly, an archway about three meters tall, shaped like an oval, appeared before us. Made of intricately carved white porcelain, it was a transfer gate that connected to the outside fields.

There were several of these gates located throughout the city, but since you could choose your destination, it didn't matter which one you used. Now, the second stage of the beginner area was—

"The [Rocky Wasteland], huh..."

Having cleared the [Plains of the Horizon], which was teeming with boars, a second field had appeared on the selection list. As I muttered its name, the empty archway, which had been reflecting the scenery beyond, instantly filled with a blue phosphorescence.

Passing through this light, which rippled like the surface of water, would transport us to the outside field.

"I wonder what kind of place it will be."

Sora's eyes sparkled as she excitedly imagined what lay beyond the gate.

It seemed that while she had done some research, she was completely in the dark when it came to maps and strategy guides. Since we were going to be a team, it was great that we were both going in fresh.

"Come on, Haru-san, let's go!"

Sora, who usually seemed so calm and mature for her apparent age, even in her manner of speech, had a surprisingly strong sense of curiosity and would show a more innocent side in moments like this. I wasn't trying to figure it out, but I still couldn't tell if she was older or younger than me, and more importantly...

—*That gap is just unfair.*

Even though I'd categorized her as a little sister, she was still undeniably beautiful. Pushed from behind by an eager Sora, I tried to suppress my fluttering heart and stepped through the transfer gate.

"—Whoa..."

"—Wow...!"

Beyond the light of the transfer gate, we were greeted by towering rock walls that seemed to pierce the heavens, and we both let out a cry of amazement.

At our feet was a wasteland dotted with dry, scraggly weeds. Surrounding us and forming a 'path' about five meters wide were massive rock walls. It was, indeed, a [Rocky Wasteland].

The area was a uniform earthy brown, and the towering walls completely blocked out the sun, leaving us in a dim, shadowy space. Being hemmed in by the walls created a strange sense of pressure, making me feel a bit unsettled.

"...You don't think the walls will suddenly close in and crush us, do you?"

"I-I was just thinking that... Please don't say such scary things!"

As I voiced the thought that had just popped into my head, a nervous-looking Sora chided me.

Yeah, well, they probably wouldn't resort to such a sadistic way of killing us... right? I can tolerate being beaten to death by monsters, thanks to the fantasy filter, but being crushed by walls is a way of dying I can imagine a little too clearly, and I'd rather not experience it.

"A-Anyway... let's move on. I'm counting on your support."

"Understood...!"

With our straight sword and shortbow in hand, we began our exploration of the 'Rocky Wasteland'—

◇◆◇◆◇

Compared to the first stage, which was an open plain where boars were scattered about as if to say, "Feel free to play as you wish," the second stage took the complete opposite approach.

If the boar plains were 'open,' then this was a 'closed' labyrinth of rock walls. The monsters here weren't carefree extroverts running around at will, but rather a bunch of sneaky introverts lying in wait for wandering players.

Mob #1: The [Wall Lizard], a large lizard that clings motionlessly to the rock walls. They usually hide on the upper parts of the walls, and if you try to pass underneath without noticing them, they'll drop down to ambush you.

They were about two meters long (big), had decent AGI (fast), and respectable STR (painful)—a troublesome trio of traits. But as long as you kept a close eye on what was above you, the ambush was avoidable. A merciful design.

Mob #2: The [Rock Toad], a basketball-sized frog that camouflages itself as a rock by the side of the path. If you step into its detection range, it breaks its disguise and attacks.

Its body is slow, but its attack animations are quick. It whips its tongue out like a frog, but the tip is hard and swollen like a boulder, and it hits like one. However, despite its rocky appearance, it has paper-thin durability. Merciful.

Mob #3: The [Dust Bat], which sometimes appears from the sky visible through cracks in the rock walls—possibly a random encounter. I will never forgive this thing. It pelts you with needle-like sand from out of my sword's reach, instantly backs off if you try to counter from a distance, taunts you by relentlessly following you, and gives pathetic EXP when you finally kill it. HRAAAAAAGGGGHHHH!!!

"Sora-san, finish it!!"

"There goes your character again..."

As I roared out my command in a fit of rage, Sora, who was already getting used to her shortbow, moved with a wry smile.

With a fluid motion, she drew her bow, and the arrow of mana she released flew true, piercing the unforgivable damn bat.

"Insolent reptiles, trying to coordinate your attacks...!"

Relying on the cover fire from above, the great lizards had launched a bold offensive. I spat a curse at them and, reversing my retreat, charged forward.

Two Wall Lizards were right in front of me. They were surprisingly nimble for their size, but without the annoying harassment from above, they couldn't keep up with my AGI-maxed legs.

I measured the distance to the giant that was opening its massive jaws to meet me—*now!!*

"Unleash the Acrobatics!!"

Using my newly acquired DEX-assisting passive skill, I brought my triple-digit AGI completely under my command.

As a result, my body, which had been running at a speed easily surpassing a short-distance sprinter, made a right-angle turn without losing any momentum. I leaped, planted my feet on the rock wall, and turned into a human pinball.

Rock wall, rock wall, ground, rock wall, wall, wall, wall, ground, WALL!!

"This is what gaming is all about!!"

With movements impossible for any human—or any living creature, for that matter—I ricocheted around the passage, dicing the Wall Lizards to pieces with my straight sword.

Can I be honest? This is so damn fun!!

"And that's a wrap!!"

As a finishing touch, I cleanly lopped off both their heads with a single slash and struck a cool landing. For extra flair, I spun my sword and activated [Quick Change], making the weapon vanish into thin air with a subtle light effect...

To put it mildly, that was pretty cool, right—if only my face wasn't so plain!!

"Ahaha... You're really enjoying yourself, aren't you?"

"Well, this is a rare otherworldly experience, so I've got to make the most of it. My stats have gone up, and I can finally pull off some cool-looking moves."

If I were being greedy, I'd like to try a muscle-bound STR-focused build, but... for now, I'll stick to mastering the art of the high-speed warrior without any distractions.

"'Cool-looking' is one way to put it... I've never seen anyone move like that..."

"Hm?"

I caught a soft murmur. Turning my gaze, I saw Sora-sama giving me a somewhat exasperated, sidelong glance.

"Oh, it's nothing... I'm going to heal you, so please stand still."

Sora's healing skill was area-targeted, not player-targeted, so it would apparently dissipate if I moved around too much.

So I understood why she was telling me that, but... her tone and expression were exactly like someone scolding a restless child, weren't they?

*Wait, is that the image she's starting to have of me?*

It's true that my combat style is becoming more like a shark that dies if it stops moving, but... I felt a slight sense of foreboding as I skimmed through the results screen that had just popped up.

EXP acquired, items obtained, [Dust Bat Wing Membrane], [Wall Lizard Rough Claw], and so on—

"Hmm... I guess this game doesn't have direct equipment drops, huh?"

We were still in the early stages, but so far, all we'd gotten from our battles, including the bosses, were crafting materials.

I'm sure there were equipment drops from events and such, but it didn't seem like we could expect them from regular enemies.

"What's the deal with that, professor?"

"P-Professor...?"

Now that I'd taken the plunge, I had no intention of continuing my self-imposed information ban. I wanted to avoid major spoilers, but Sora didn't seem to have any knowledge of strategy guides, so I probably didn't need to worry about that.

I would humbly accept her as my teacher.

"Um, I'm sorry. Most of my knowledge comes from videos and such, so it's rather narrow and shallow, you could say..."

"I see."

So her knowledge was skewed. The things she knew, she understood on a surface level, but the things she didn't know, she didn't know at all.

"Oh, but the artisan players are very famous. The crafting system in Arcadia is said to be incredibly flexible, so it's been a lively community since the service first started."

"Ah, so it's mainly crafting, then."

As a healing light washed over me, I nodded in understanding, my thoughts drifting to the dazzling equipment I had yet to see.

In a game with such a ridiculously high degree of freedom, I was sure you could create your own one-of-a-kind gear. The possibilities were truly exciting.

I wanted to graduate from my generic, store-bought iron sword as soon as possible, so I decided to push forward with clearing content as fast as I could.
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			We continued on, fighting and chatting as we went, meticulously mapping the Rocky Wasteland, which had become a full-blown labyrinth.

"You're crazy good at drawing maps."

"Y-You think so...?"

I praised Sora for her neat and incredibly accurate cartography.

"[Rock Toad's Meat]... this is a food item, right...?"

"It just looks like a lump of rock..."

We both shuddered at the sight of a food (?) item that looked like it would shatter all our teeth the moment we bit into it.

"Haru-san."

"Yes."

"People can't fly."

"Yes."

I got a scolding from Sora after I tried to hunt one of those damn flying creatures by wall-kicking, only to plummet headfirst and nearly die.

"So please, leave it to me! It's bad for my heart when you slip and come crashing down!!"

"But!"

"No 'buts'! Are you a child?!"

And just like that, I felt the last vestiges of my dignity as the party leader slowly slipping away…

"...Finally."

Our long trek through the maze was over. We had reached the deepest part of the Rocky Wasteland, where the area boss awaited.

"What is that... a scorpion?"

"Looks like it. Kinda like a cross between a crab and a scorpion."

Its sand-colored body served as camouflage in the wasteland. For a scorpion, its torso was rather stocky and rounded, with four thick legs and a pair of pincers for forelimbs.

If anything, its crab-like appearance was betrayed only by its tail—that distinct, characteristic feature. It was a wicked, stinger-tipped weapon, curved up and swaying over the creature's head.

"[Sand-Eating Great Scorpion], huh... Man, it's huge."

In terms of sheer size, the [Buried Great Boar] we fought this morning was bigger, but the difference in scale between a real-life boar and a scorpion was on another level entirely.

It looked absolutely massive. And frankly, it was terrifying. The way its mouthparts were wriggling around was giving me goosebumps; I was seriously creeped out.

I stole a glance at my partner beside me—

"...Hngh... ghh..."

"I knew it."

It was probably the result of her observing it as closely as I had. The color drained from Sora's face as she began to back away.

"Uh, you okay?"

I could see she wasn't, but I couldn't think of anything else to say. As I asked, I saw her face contort into a textbook forced smile. *Oh yeah, she's not smiling at all.*

Seriously, creating this kind of monster with Arcadia's level of graphical fidelity is just wrong. It might be one thing on a display, but for us, it feels like we're facing it in the flesh.

"Yeah, well... I doubt it's going to actually eat us or anything."

"Y-You're right... ...Or are you...?"

"Huh?"

I'd muttered that to calm her down—and myself, for that matter. She nodded once, then after a brief silence, voiced her doubt.

"I mean, we can be crushed flat and all, so maybe..."

Wait, huh...? What? A chance to experience being eaten alive...? A-are you serious?

"..."

"..."

Our minds both arrived at the same unpleasant thought simultaneously. As we fell silent, the [Sand-Eating Great Scorpion] scooped up a mouthful of dirt and sand with its pincers and began munching away. *Wassha, wassha.*

Its name *is* Sand-Eater, and it's certainly eating sand, but that's no guarantee it won't eat meat, too.

I'd really rather avoid a gruesome death like being eaten alive, but if we're going to challenge that thing, I suppose we need to be prepared for the worst.

"...Let's go."

"A-Are we going?"

Either way, not fighting it isn't an option. I steeled my resolve and summoned my straight sword. Sora, however, was still hesitant.

"Don't worry. As long as I'm alive, I won't let it get past me."

"...And if you get taken down, Haru-san?"

"Then you can observe my heroic demise and prepare yourself accordingly."

"Prepare myself for what?!"

*For what, you ask... I really don't want to see a scene where a cute girl gets devoured by a monster. I have to make sure I don't die after Sora, no matter what.*

"No mobs around, and the area's not big enough for it to summon minions, I think... So, is it a power type or a speed type?"

For me, either way, the difference is between "I'll die in one hit" and "I'll probably die in one hit." So I'd much prefer the former, where I'd at least have a clear advantage in speed.

The somewhat spacious, circular area is perfect for wall-kicking and three-dimensional movement. Judging by the Rock Toad's tongue attack, I'll need to be wary of its tail—but in any case, we won't know which of us will break first until we try.

We hid in the shadows of the passage at the entrance to the clearing and made our preparations. I invested the experience points I'd gained from exploring the maze into my stats and gripped the summoned straight sword in my right hand.

"...Sora."

"I-I'm okay."

Sora has shown herself to be quite timid, like when she bolted from those ferocious fungi during our first encounter.

But in the end, she always finds the resolve to stand and fight, and she usually gets there pretty quickly.

In all honesty, the sheer presence of these monsters—even the mobs, let alone the bosses—is on a completely different level from analog games. I wouldn't be surprised if a quiet girl like Sora immediately gave up on combat and switched to a crafting class.

But when I checked on her, she replied, "I'm okay." Her voice trembled, but her eyes were steady.

Well, what can I say—as a partner, she's as reliable as they come.

"Okay. I'll charge in like always, so cover me. For the most part, you can just use your bow and probe for weak spots, but if it looks like I'm having trouble holding its aggro, stop attacking."

Sora nodded obediently when I told her I'd give the commands.

Bows in Arcadia deal magic damage. If that crab-scorpion thing turns out to be a physical defense monster, there's a chance I won't be able to draw enough enmity with my lack of magic attacks.

"Right, I understand. ...Um, Haru-san!"

Just as I finished our short briefing and turned to go, a hesitant voice stopped me.

"Hm? What's up?"

"Oh, um... well, l-let's do our best!"

I wasn't sure what prompted it, but she suddenly held up a small hand... *What's this? A pre-battle high-five?*

I didn't quite get her intention, but it was a rare offer of physical contact. Maybe she was fired up about finally being able to participate properly in a boss fight—thinking of it that way, it was rather endearing.

"Yeah!"

Suppressing a slight feeling of embarrassment, I lightly clasped my hand and slapped it against Sora's palm—and so began our third boss battle.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—You lied, Haru-saaaan!!"

"Sorry, I'm so sorry! Hey, you! Stop, you damn crab-scorpion! I'll kill youuuu!!"

A half-crying shriek from Sora.

Three sets of footsteps, large and small, tearing across the rugged terrain.

A soaring, useless fool, enraged at the scoundrel making a young girl cry.

The small clearing in the labyrinth of rock walls, where the boss awaited, had descended into a scene of pandemonium.

Currently, we were stuck in a game of linked tag (?), with the formation being Sora ← Scorpion ← Me.

The cause of all this was, of course, the crab-scorpion—a damn boss that, for our third encounter, came equipped with the garbage feature of random targeting.

Actually, I'm not even sure if it's random targeting. The thing started chasing Sora exclusively just seconds into the fight!

"Hey, stop it! Your back is wide open! Are you okay with that, Mr. Boss?!"

It was reasonably fast, but only just fast enough that Sora, who isn't AGI-focused like me, could barely stay ahead.

Its durability wasn't anything special either. It was tough, as befitting a boss monster, but its two-layered HP bar was steadily chipping away with every one of my attacks.

But it wouldn't look at me. This crab-scorpion was completely infatuated with Sora, no matter how much I hit it.

"—You pervert! If that's how you want to play, I've got a plan for you!"

"—Perv...?! Hey, who are you calling—"

I thought I heard a voice of protest, but I'll deal with that later.

To be honest, after that nice little pre-battle pep talk, I was all fired up to start the fight. To be completely ignored from the get-go, to not even get a glance no matter how much I kicked or punched it—this was beyond infuriating.

"So my sword-pokes are too light for you, huh...?"

Fine, then. Time for the great axe.

"Quick Chan...geee! Oraaaa!!"

I switched from my straight sword. During the grace period right after a Quick Change—before the weapon's weight fully registers—I could swing the massive weapon without meeting the STR requirement, and I brought it down without hesitation.

The boss's huge body swayed for a moment as the great axe struck one of its comparatively slender legs—but its target was still Sora.

—*Oh, I see how it is.*

"Then I'll just have to beat you to a pulp...!"

Just as the weight registered—*clunk*—and threatened to pull me down, I used Quick Change again to switch from the great axe back to my straight sword.

I kept up the chase and continued my rush—now!

"Hraah!!"

The moment the cooldown finished, I used Quick Change for a third time and swung the axe. The lack of power from my insufficient STR was offset by a swing speed that would normally be impossible with such a large weapon! The proof is in your damn HP bar, you piece of crap scorpion!!

I don't know if it was a crustacean or an insect, but the boss let out no cries. Its rapidly depleting status bar spoke for it.

At this rate, it won't take long—

"—Hah... Haru-san!"

"Sora, sorry! Just keep running a little longer! If you do, I'll—"

"I'm sorry!"

"Huh?"

*Why are you sorry?*

"My legs... my legs feel so heavy...!"

"—!"

*Oh crap, is she out of stamina...!?*

Stamina is a hidden parameter not displayed on the status screen, but it naturally depletes with a player's actions.

For me, the limit is so generous I've never really had to worry about it, but for Sora, who isn't a light warrior build, a long, full-out sprint would definitely—

"Ugh... ah... oof...!"

It was inevitable that her legs would eventually give out.

"—Sora!!"

The long game of tag came to an end. The distance closed to zero, and as Sora's legs were tangled by the game's system, the crab-scorpion opened its massive pincers before her.

The moment I saw the motion—so similar to when it was eating sand before the fight—I kicked off the ground with all my might.

My paper-thin armor wouldn't work as a shield, so I'd been attacking from behind to try and peel its aggro, but that positioning now worked against me.

The boss was huge, but there wasn't enough space to duck under it. And if I tried to go around, its pincers would reach Sora before I could.

It was obvious that hitting it now would just get me ignored again—so!

I leaped from directly behind the stationary boss, kicked hard off the middle of its long, arched tail to change my trajectory, and—!!

"Hands off, you bastard!!"

Using that momentum, I slammed a full-power flying kick into the pincer that was closing in on Sora.

My meager STR wasn't enough to send it flying—but the inertia from my high-speed maneuver boosted the lacking power!!

"H-Haru-sa—wha?!"

"'Scuse me!"

I succeeded in knocking the pincer off course as it tried to snatch Sora, but the creature had more than one weapon.

Before it could strike a second time, I snatched Sora from in front of the boss.

Carry her like a princess? I don't have time for that!!

I slung her over my shoulder, and the extra weight immediately slowed me down. My previous advantage was gone. It was catching up—oh crap.

"It's faster...!"

We weren't just the same speed; it was completely outrunning me. I can't shake it...!

"Gah...!"

From what I'd seen, its attack patterns were simple, wide swings using its pincers and tail.

Even with my reduced speed, I could dodge each individual attack. But the annoying thing about this crab-scorpion was the extremely short interval between each mechanically delivered blow.

What made it even more vicious was that it never stopped moving, even while attacking—a trait unheard of for a large boss!!

"H-Haru-san! Put me down!"

Sora, still slung over my shoulder, yelled as she was tossed about by my desperate evasions.

"Are you saying that after seeing its last move?!"

"Last mo—kya?! Wh-what... what was that?!"

"You were about to get munched, Sora-san!!"

"Munched?!"

Looks like she was too overwhelmed to notice. I wasn't sure if it was really a predation attack, but it was undoubtedly some kind of restraining move. It wasn't hard to imagine the nasty attack that would follow.

"Munch... B-but at this rate!"

I can tell because I'm the one dodging, but this pervert is still relentlessly aiming only for Sora, who's being carried.

It probably has a behavior pattern where it targets one player until they're down, then moves on to the next.

Arcadia is an MMO. Considering how challenging the combat has been so far, even accounting for players being new to the VR environment, it's safe to say that you're supposed to have a proper party to take on bosses.

If that's the case, the proper way to fight this crab-scorpion is probably to have a dedicated tank stand between it and the targeted player.

Its trait of moving while attacking also makes sense if you assume a properly leveled tank could block its movement while enduring its hits.

But we're a duo—and one with no tank and a paper-thin damage dealer at that. I guess this is what happens. If only it had targeted me instead...!

"No choice... emergency measures!"

"Do you have a plan?"

Sora, slung over my shoulder, picked up on my resentful muttering and her voice filled with hope.

I kind of do, and using this trick will probably let me turn the tables easily. Unlike the fight with the 'Host of Mush,' we have a trump card now!

"Alright, Sora, time for a comeback! Operation: 'A Girl's Cheers = The Ultimate Buff'!"

"—So in the end, I still don't get to do anythinggg?!"

*Forgive me, Sora! Turning you into a glorified accessory isn't my preference either, but it can't be helped in this situation...! I'm pretty sure if I let go of you now, you'd get munched in seconds...!*

"I was so happy I could finally fight properly... Oh, for crying out loud!"

As if to vent her frustration, Sora slapped my back—*peshi*—and activated the incredible support skill she'd acquired.

"Spectator's Cheer!"

*Could you please stop yelling that in a slightly sulky tone? How many times do I have to tell you that cute moves are super effective against me?*

As I leaped around with Sora in my arms, my body began to glow. A buff icon shaped like a halo of light appeared on my status bar—and like shifting into a higher gear, all my stats shot up.

My speed, which had been lagging behind... Yes, I've overtaken it!!

"From here on out, it's a one-sided beatdown!!"

"W-wait, Haru-sa—why are you still carrying me...?!"

*Because, my dear Sora, any multiplier to my durability is like a drop in the ocean. Since I still can't act as a shield, my only option is to outrun it while carrying you!!*

"W-wait, please wait—"

Time for top gear!! I'd like to invite you on a superhuman acrobatic experienceeee!!!

"Ah, n-no...! —Kyaaaaaaaah!!?!"

With Sora's scream trailing behind us, we dodged the pincers and leaped into the air. I shifted her into one arm and received a desperate hug around my neck, but I had no time to enjoy it.

I parried the stinger that shot out to skewer me mid-air with my straight sword. The recoil sent my body spinning, and without stopping the rotation, I used Quick Change to switch to my great axe—

"Kyaaaaaah?! Kyaaaaaaaaah!!"

Sora was screaming like a textbook damsel, but her STR was much higher than mine. Confirming she was holding on tight despite being swung around, I swung the great axe with one hand without hesitation.

It was a direct hit on the tail I'd just deflected. The solid impact and further recoil sent my body flying. While carrying another person, I managed to pull off a three-and-a-half twist in mid-air before landing—a feat I myself found insane—then switched back to my straight sword and charged again.

"Ha, piece of cake!! I have the blessing of Sora-samaaa!!"

"N-no, stop...! —Iyaaaaaaaaaaah!!"

I was completely in the zone and having a blast, while Sora was beyond half-crying—she was full-on wailing, even more intensely than when the boss was chasing her.

The contradictory cries of the two echoed through the Rocky Wasteland, as the sound of clashing steel accelerated without end—.
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			Something Like a One-and-Only Partner

			◇ You have defeated the [Sand-Eating Great Scorpion] ◇

◇ Titles Acquired ◇

・'Vanquisher of the Sand-Eating Great Scorpion'

・'Protector'

・'The Untouchable'

◇ Skills Acquired ◇

・Jump Maneuver

・Carry Running

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇

Name: Haru Lv: 28 (40)

STR: 15

AGI: 110

DEX: 100

VIT: 5

MID: 5

LUC: 5

◇Skill◇

・All-Weapon Aptitude

《Quick Change》

《Weapon Darts》

・Axel Tempo

・Boar's Heart

・Acrobatics

・Jump Maneuver New!

・Carry Running New!

――――――――――――――――――

A few minutes after my counterattack began, the Sand-Eating Great Scorpion that I had been pummeling and Sora, who had been subjected to my human-powered roller coaster, both went down at the same time.

One exploded into particles of light, while the other became completely incapacitated in my arms, her head spinning. As I came to my senses, I realized, "I'm definitely going to get an earful for this later," and started to panic, albeit a bit too late. I leaned against a rock and began to tend to Sora.

"Ugh... ugh..."

The sight of a beautiful girl on my lap was quite an unreal and sweet scene, but knowing that a lecture was waiting for me, I had no room for any ulterior motives.

Besides, I just felt really bad. As I earnestly fanned her with my hand to show my sincerity, Sora groggily fluttered her eyes open.

"Uh... a-are you okay?"

"..."

She gave me a classic deadpan stare, and I couldn't help but look away. I continued fanning awkwardly while looking away, and I heard a small sigh from below.

"...I'm not that angry. I'm the one who held you back, and thanks to you, we were able to beat it."

Her voice was a little sulky, but... when I glanced back, her expression wasn't particularly angry, just as she'd said.

It seemed I had managed to avoid the lecture. I relaxed and turned my face back to her. Our eyes met for a moment—then she quickly looked away.

It was a pointedly grumpy gesture, but she couldn't escape Arcadia's tendency to exaggerate emotional expressions. I could see the faint blush on her cheeks, and I knew she was just embarrassed.

"Um... sorry about that. I know I went way overboard, even if it was on impulse..."

Seeing that she still wasn't trying to get up, she must have still been feeling unwell. I bowed my head honestly, and she glanced at me from the side.

"...The boss was just being mean. So, please don't worry about it too much."

"Haha... when you put it like that..."

Her kindness in return just made me feel worse. She's such a good kid...

After a while, Sora recovered, and we checked our newly acquired skills and allocated our stats. There didn't seem to be anything left to explore, so we stepped through the ring of light that appeared in the plaza after the boss was defeated and returned to the city.

I checked the time and saw it was just before 4 PM in the real world. We could still keep going if we wanted to, but—

"I'm sorry, Haru-san, but I think I'll log off for today..."

"Oh, right."

Unfortunately, Sora was done for the day. ...Well, she's been playing for quite a while in real-time, which translates to over ten hours in-game. It's natural she'd be tired, and it's not surprising if she has other things to do.

...Me? I don't have plans, so I could go full-time all day long!!

"Um, Haru-san, you're..."

"I think I'll keep going for a bit. I'll probably log out for a break, though."

Sora probably half-expected it from my demeanor, but when I told her, she looked a little sad—

"I see."

Then she smiled, as if to hide something.

...I get it. That feeling of melancholy when your partner, who you've been playing with from the start, gets ahead of you while you can't play.

—To be honest, Sora doesn't seem like a hardcore gamer, or even a light one. She seems to do her research diligently, but judging by the way she'd tilt her head at the gaming terms and internet slang I sometimes used... I'm pretty sure she's just a 'normal girl' who's not very familiar with this kind of stuff.

In conclusion, my playtime and Sora's will probably never align. It's safe to say it's impossible for us to progress through the game at the exact same pace.

If we were to force it, I'd have to halt my own progress to match her pace... but that just feels wrong somehow.

I might be able to put up with it at first, but I can see myself getting frustrated with the lack of progress over time. And Sora, being the person she is, would end up feeling guilty for 'making me wait.'

If that happened, we wouldn't be able to enjoy the game anymore.

So, I have no intention of doing that.

"Hey, Sora."

"Yes?"

"Our playing pace might not match, but we're still the only ones in the same boat, right?"

"That's... true."

We can't hope for any newcomers, and the veterans are at least six months ahead of us. In that case... ugh, I've already figured out what to say, but saying this stuff sober is a little embarrassing.

"So... uh, well, you know. We're each other's one-and-only partner... or something."

"Partner..."

Sora's small repetition of the word fanned the flames of my embarrassment, but her sad expression from before seemed to have hit me pretty hard. I wanted to make sure I cleared up any unnecessary worries she might have.

"I might get ahead of you, but I won't leave you behind. Feel free to call me whenever our times match up."

"But, if I do that, Haru-san, you'll—"

"I won't find it troublesome or annoying, okay? If we're going to keep pairing up, your progress is a plus for me too. It'll help me get better at party play... so in a way, helping you is like strengthening myself."

I said it simply and honestly. At first, Sora looked conflicted, but her expression gradually softened.

"...Please don't push yourself. If you ever think it's a bother, please tell me."

She smiled hesitantly, saying that it would be easier for her to accept if I were direct.

"Well, for starters, there's no way a guy would find it troublesome to be needed by a girl."

I threw in that lighthearted comment as a final push, and Sora seemed to be convinced.

"Hehe... Sometimes you can be quite the flirt, Haru-san."

With that, her soft smile dealt a critical hit to my mental state, and so, the first chapter of my adventure with my adorable partner came to a close.
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			Chapter 17

			Interlude

			"—No way..."

A dimly lit space, illuminated only by the faint light from several large wall-mounted displays. Amidst the chorus of faint operating sounds leaking from the rows of equipment, a voice, filled less with surprise and more with exasperation, echoed.

The man who had been 'viewing' the video on the display sank into a state of fatigue, no different from someone who had just finished watching an incredibly long anime series or movie, and repeated the same words two, three times.

"Not a smurf account, not a skilled returning player, but a complete newbie...? *That* is a newbie?"

It was still unbelievable. It's rare for anyone to even stand up properly after their first dive, yet this person not only jumped up energetically but also walked around without a hint of awkwardness...

"The second perfect adapter... just like the Princess...? Ugh, why is the person in charge always away at times like this...?"

He had sent a message to his 'superior' a long time ago, but as always when it came to important matters, there was no reply.

As a mere observer, there was nothing he could do on his own authority... And since 'viewing' was all he could do anyway, he had been tracking the player in question's movements—

"It's like one irregularity attracts another..."

His gaze shifted to the small shadow that moved alongside the player featured in the logs. Watching the girl's dazzling blonde hair sway and her smile, the man let out a deep sigh at the premonition of trouble to come.
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			Chimney, Hammer-sound, Muscles

			"Whoa, this is getting me seriously hyped..."

After parting ways with Sora, I logged out for a break. Now, having descended into the world of Arcadia once again, I stood before a certain building, trembling with excitement.

Following the advice of the veterans I'd met, I had arrived at this wonderfully quaint brick building—yes. It was a blacksmith's shop, an indispensable part of any fantasy world.

The chimney, puffing out smoke, looked just right, and the *clang, clang* of a hammer striking iron that echoed from within was sending my excitement levels through the roof.

"Here I go...!"

Still not fully accustomed to this fantasy setting, I felt a slight hesitation, but I pushed open the door, which bore a sign that read "OPEN."

The door creaked with a somewhat old-fashioned sound. Inside, I was greeted by a rugged counter, shelves for storage, and a variety of smithing products that adorned the shop.

The clanging of metal continued, and there was no one who looked like a shopkeeper in sight. It seemed they were holed up in the forge behind the counter without anyone watching the front.

I should probably call out to them... or rather, I'd love to just go watch, but I don't want to interrupt their work. It's not like I'm in a hurry, so I'll just browse the products until the owner comes out—though if they don't show up in ten minutes, I won't hesitate to shout.

"Wow... these are on a different level from the iron stuff sold in shops."

The objects in this virtual world, a fusion of dreams and digital information, possessed a presence no different from their real-world counterparts.

Various weapons and armor hung on the walls and from pegs. Not a single one was the same, and they all exuded an aura that the mass-produced items from shops lacked.

Seriously, this is awesome. The... the level of detail is insane. This'll make you feel unsatisfied with store-bought stuff... What even is a 'level of detail'?

"Is this, like, a sample...?"

Looking around for something I could touch, I discovered a straight sword that seemed to be exactly that.

Lying on a simple rack, there was even a polite sign underneath it that read "FREE."

Well then, I won't be shy.

"Hh... It really feels different."

I was slightly worried about the STR requirement, but I must have met it, as the straight sword settled comfortably in my hand.

Compared to the iron sword I was using, its shape was more orthodox, but a bit shorter. Yet, the feeling of... what should I call it, reassurance, that came from its small blade was on a completely different level.

My perception was likely a major factor. The gleaming, polished blade seemed to be made of a different metal than regular iron, as it had a faint bluish tint. From the guard protecting the hand to the pommel, it was not flashy, but elegantly crafted.

But even setting that aside, there was something undeniably being transmitted from the sword in my left hand. Was my avatar unconsciously reading the sword's numerical stats, or perhaps…

"—What, a customer?"

"Whoa—?!"

A gruff voice suddenly broke my concentration as I was becoming engrossed in the sword.

I hastily placed the sword I had almost dropped back on the rack and turned around to see a large figure appear from behind the counter.

He was huge. His height was only slightly greater than mine, but his width—or rather, the sheer mass of his muscles—was insane. I was certain that if he were to charge at me, I'd be turned into mincemeat in a single blow. He was a man like a mountain.

His face, covered by a black bandana-like hat, wasn't wrinkled, but he didn't look like a young man either.

He was a tanned, muscular, and handsome middle-aged man.

"Haven't seen you around before."

When I hear 'blacksmith,' I immediately picture a difficult, stubborn old man, but I didn't get that kind of overt sternness from this muscle-uncle. He just seemed like the type whose emotions were simple and didn't fluctuate much.

Shaking off the momentary intimidation from his appearance, I activated my customer-service voice, honed by my part-time job, to make a good first impression.

"My apologies for not announcing myself. I'm a newcomer who just arrived in town yesterday. I was referred here by some of the veterans."

The shopkeeper stared at me as I played the part of a polite young man, then plopped down onto a stool at the counter and muttered, "You're too damn formal."

...*Hmm, so he prefers a more casual approach. I'll adjust as we go.*

"Well, whatever. What do you want?"

He asked as he tore off his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow with a towel. Seeing his short-cropped white hair, I found myself strangely surprised. *So he wasn't bald after all.*

For now, I summoned my current beloved sword to my hand.

"I bought this at the weapon shop in town, but I've earned a bit of money, so I was hoping to upgrade."

In response, he silently held out a thick arm. As requested, I handed him the straight sword. He stared intently at the sword, which looked even more flimsy compared to his massive frame, and—

"It really, really hates you."

He said it with no particular emotion.

"...Huh? It, uh, hates me? You think so?"

Slightly flustered, I asked again, but there was no reply to my question. The shopkeeper continued to observe my sword and spoke again.

"I'm the one who wholesaled this mass-produced piece to Ronna."

"Oh, is that so... Who's Ronna?"

"How did you use it?"

*Ah, so he's one of those types who does things his own way. From experience, if I don't commit to being the listener, this conversation is going nowhere.*

"Uh... how I used it. Well, just slashing with it normally."

............*Man, am I gonna get yelled at for this?*

"And... uh, th-throwing it, and stuff?"

"Throwing it."

"...Yes."

Then, silence.

............*This is terrifying. When someone with that build goes dead silent, the intimidation factor is off the charts.*

"Kid."

"Y-YES, SIR!"

"Swing it."

He handed the straight sword back to me as he spoke. *Wait, swing it here?*

"Uh, well..."

"Just swing it down right where you are. One swing, with everything you've got."

"..."

*Hmm, I don't get it. I don't get it, but...*

"...Understood."

There's something about these situations. Even if they don't make sense, they're exciting, right? These are the kinds of events you'd never experience in real life.

The development was so sudden that I couldn't read the shopkeeper's intentions, but this must be one of those "I'll see what you're made of" moments... There's no way I'm not fired up now!!

I don't have any sword training, but I've gained enough experience to slay three massive beasts. I believe I can at least look the part—

"Hraah!!"

I raised the sword silently, then brought it down with all my might.

"..."

The shopkeeper said nothing. Five seconds, ten seconds of silence passed.

"..."

Feeling awkward, I relaxed my stance, performed a meaningless but hopefully elegant and careful flourish, and sheathed... well, there's no sheath, so I stored the sword in my inventory. The silence continued.

One minute, two minutes... just as I was beginning to suspect he had fallen asleep with his eyes open, the muscle-uncle finally spoke.

"...A bundle of Glowbird tail feathers, and two chunks of blue iron ore."

Just when he finally spoke, this is what he says. It makes you want to lecture him on the importance of context.

In the real world, I'd tilt my head and ask, "What are you talking about?" But given that this world is a game, the meaning of his words was clear. It meant…

◇ A Quest has been initiated ◇

'A Companion to Walk With' ※ Optional

・Great Winged Bird's Tail Feathers 0/10

・Blue Iron Ore 0/2

—It was my very first quest in Arcadia.
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			A Cliffside Tour Straight to Hell

			“—And that’s how I ended up at the third stage.”

The buff old man, once I got him talking, wasn’t unfriendly, just fatally taciturn. After somehow prying the location of the required materials from that muscle-bound statue, it turned out I could get them in the third area I had just unlocked.

So, I decided to dive right back into soloing for the first time since this morning… and, hmm, well, this is…

“Sora would be in tears again.”

The area was called the ‘Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge’—and the other side of the transfer gate was the top of a sheer cliff where fierce winds raged. I can’t even read this area name. How are you supposed to pronounce this thing?

…Wait, this is no time for jokes. What ‘sky bridge’? This is just the edge of a cliff. The path is less than a meter wide.

I could vaguely sense their intention to provide a variety of adventures and battles, but aren’t they ramping up the danger a bit too fast? You don’t try to kill the player with the terrain on the third stage.

“Fighting bird-type mobs on this kind of footing is…”

The required material is called a [Glowbird’s Tail Feather], so I assume that means they’ll show up, right? These so-called Glowbirds. This is a bit risky… scratch that, it’s tough. No, it’s impossible. I can’t even get a proper foothold, so my throws won’t have much power.

By the way, the first thing I did when I got to this area was check below the cliff, but it was impossible to even estimate the altitude.

To be specific, it was a sea of clouds… The only way in and out is the transfer gate, but does this mean we’re not near any cities? The terrain is just too treacherous.

“I’ll just have to believe there’s some way to deal with this.”

If it doesn’t work out, well… I can think of it as practice for falling from a great height. Damn, ever since that boar pancaked me, my fear of death has been getting numb.

For now, judging by the terrain, this stage should be a single path. A complex labyrinth of sheer cliffs wouldn’t make any sense. If I’m careful not to misstep and die instantly, I should be able to reach the goal… I hope.

“Anyone with a fear of heights would be totally stuck here. The grotesque scorpion was bad enough. I wonder if there’s a way to skip stages…”

No point just standing here frozen. Guess I should get going.

Fortunately, with my acrobatics-boosted stats, I’m confident in my agility. A little accident here or there won't be enough to make me fall to my death.

“…Why do I feel like I’m setting up a death flag every single time?”

Muttering to myself, I took a step onto the unreliable footing.

◇◆◇◆◇

“Oh?”

I didn’t feel like sprinting on this terrain, so I proceeded cautiously for a few minutes—and then something caught my eye.

“Could it be… no, it definitely is.”

On the cliff wall side—the very rock face I was using for support—a part of a foreign object with a clearly different color and texture was exposed.

Its color was a dull blue—that was probably the blue iron ore I was looking for.

“Finding it right on the path probably means it’s a common, low-rarity ore.”

It wasn’t in a spot I couldn’t reach, so it seemed I’d be able to mine it without any problems.

“Alright then…”

I summoned the pickaxe that had been graciously lent to me when I accepted the quest. `Quick Change` is seriously amazing; it works not just for weapons, but for all equipment, including armor.

Now, I’ll wind up—

“Don’t use any unnecessary force.”

As if to crumble the area around the target,

“Just swing it randomly!!”

Isn’t that mining explanation a little too vague, buff old man?!

But it seemed that for game purposes, that was good enough. After swinging the pickaxe rather haphazardly two or three times, a dull blue chunk fell from the rock wall with a clear *thud*.

“Alright. That’s one… It’s bigger than I thought.”

What rolled to my feet was a chunk of rock about the size of a shot put ball. It looked pretty heavy. I wonder if my carrying capacity can handle it.

“It would be better if my equipped items and inventory were separate… right, looks like it’ll be okay for now.”

Most games I knew of had separate weight limits for equipped items and inventory, but Arcadia applied a single total value.

In my case, that meant the combined weight of my straight sword, my great axe, and all the loot I’d gathered on my adventures so far would be counted against my limit… yeah, the great axe was entirely to blame.

This game probably wasn't designed with the assumption that new players would use large weapons.

I had no idea what the intention behind such a design was, but in the early stages, before you’ve gained enough capacity from leveling up, it was difficult to even wear armor while wielding a large weapon, let alone anything else.

I wanted to expand my capacity quickly and at least put on some armor so Sora wouldn’t give me the side-eye for being so ‘frail,’ but we’ll see.

“I guess I can find the iron ore like this, but the bird is the real problem.”

I hadn’t been in this area for very long, but it felt like I should have had at least one encounter by now.

At this rate, it was just a clifftop hike. If you ignored the fact that one misstep meant death, it wasn’t so bad… Damn it, my sense of the value of life is fading. The death penalty isn’t light, so I need to stay on edge.

And so, after proceeding along the cliff path for a while longer—

“…Here it comes.”

A cry resembling a kite’s echoed without warning. It reverberated through the gorge of cliffs rising from the sea of clouds, making it difficult to pinpoint its location.

My trademark mobile combat was impossible on this footing. With my back to the wall, I drew my straight sword and assumed a defensive stance, waiting for the attack—and it came.

“From below…!”

The assault came from below—bursting through the sea of clouds. I reflexively swung my sword at the object closing the distance before I could even get a good look at it. With a great flap of its wings, it put some distance between us.

“A Glowbird, huh… seriously, you’re way overgrown.”

As I took in its full form, those words escaped my lips.

Its body was blue. Compared to its two pairs of four large wings, its slender torso made its silhouette look more like a butterfly than a bird.

What was most remarkable was its size. Including its long tail feathers, which were more than double the length of its body, it had to be well over three meters long. The wingspan looked even wider.

“Isn’t that a bit too big…? And this is a common enemy?”

As I stood there stunned, the great-winged bird opened its yellow beak and let out a threatening cry—then, in the next instant, it closed in.

“Tch!”

It closed the distance, about to strike with its talons or sharp beak—or so I thought. In an incredible feat, the Glowbird maintained its flight using only its lower pair of wings and slammed its upper pair into me.

“What kind of bird even does that?!”

I never expected it to use its wings—the very lifeline of an avian creature—as its main weapon. I hastily prepared to intercept the massive wings that approached with a terrifying *WHOOSH*.

I was panicked, but my reaction was in time. The blade, clashing in a counter-like motion, cut into the blue wing… but it didn’t cut?!

“It’s so hard?!”

A loud metallic clang rang out as the straight sword and the great wing were mutually repelled. Thinking it impossible, I looked closer—and saw a ‘hand’ reminiscent of a wyvern’s, complete with a thick claw, in the middle of the wing’s upper edge.

“Damn, this is a pain to fight!”

I was given no time for lengthy complaints as another wing attack came from the opposite side. I moved to intercept again—I’m not gonna make it!

“`Quick Change`!”

In place of my repelled right hand, I summoned the great axe to my left. I hastily protected myself with the axe head, which was incomparably larger than my sword—

“Ngh…!?”

That wasn’t a bundle of feathers! It’s too heavy! I blocked the direct hit, but my health took a huge hit… huh?

“Tch—This is bad!?”

As if swept by a broom, my body was pushed aside by the force of the wing. I was on a cliff path. If I stumbled in the wrong direction in a place like this…

“Hyuh…”

The feeling of the ground disappearing from beneath my feet.

—Huh? Seriously? For real? …Eh?

“Whoa, wai—”

Swept away by the wing and thrown into the air, my body, after a brief moment of floating—

“Tch… Dammit, aaaaaahhhh?!”

—began to fall. With no time to even glare at the Glowbird that screeched a triumphant *pyoo-hyoro* above me, I was pulled down by the weight of my great axe and swiftly swallowed by the sea of clouds.

“Not… yet!”

I’m not dead yet. I don’t know how this stage is structured, but being above the clouds means there should be a bit of time before I’m splattered on the ground, the final destination of my fall.

In a normal game, death is usually a certainty the moment you fall. But this is Arcadia. If it meets my expectations, it should properly smash me onto the ground and finish me off!!

“Then—!!”

My first attempt at a two-dimensional solution for a situation like this—stab my sword into the wall to break my fall.

I used `Quick Change` again, swapping the great axe that was hastening my demise for the straight sword. My vision was near zero in the thick clouds, but since I fell straight down from the cliff’s edge, it was easy to aim for the rock wall rushing past me.

Suppressing my pounding heart and desperation, I forced myself to pull back while upside down—

“HRAAAGH!!”

Perhaps it was a surge of adrenaline, but the thrust I unleashed from a position where I couldn’t even get a foothold was, if I do say so myself, a critical hit.

The blade slammed into the rock wall with great force, embedding its tip firmly—and a split second later, it snapped with a scream-like metallic shriek.

“Tch… DAAAAAMN IT?! Of course it would hate me if I keep doing stuff like this to it, AAAAAAHHH!!”

My fall didn’t stop as I let out a cry of profound agreement with the buff old man’s “your beloved sword hates you” theory.

Damn, would it have been different if I had some kind of piercing attack skill…? No, that break was definitely due to a lack of durability. Even if it had stuck, it probably would have snapped anyway.

Fortunately, it seems weapons and armor don’t disappear even if they break. Apologizing to the straight sword, now a pathetic sight with its blade missing from the middle, I stored it in my inventory.

“Seriously, my bad, my beloved sword…………… wait, huh?”

This is taking a while. How long am I going to fall… or rather, how long am I going to be in these clouds? I feel like I’ve already fallen over a hundred meters, but there’s no sign of the clouds breaking.

I really don’t get it now. What kind of terrain is this?

“…Could this be that thing?”

A sudden suspicion led my thoughts to a hypothesis—and before I could examine it, a foreign object flew into my monochrome white vision.

It was a strange sight that could only be described as a “stone net.” Countless stone bridges, each a few meters wide, intersected to form a coarse spiderweb-like *net*.

“—Whoa, that was close?!”

For just a moment, my eyes were captivated by a sight I’d surely never see in the real world. Naturally, one of the stone bridges was rapidly approaching before me.

On instinct—or rather, reflex—I summoned the great axe. To escape the falling trajectory that would graze the edge, I slammed it sideways against the side of the bridge.

“Ow, that hurts…!”

This time it didn’t snap like the straight sword, but a severe shockwave shot back into both my arms.

Fortunately, I managed to get my body out of the way, but the numbness in my hands was terrible. I returned the great axe I almost dropped to my inventory—crap, what do I do now…?

The web of stone bridges continued downward in tiers. I’d survived the first crisis, but if another bridge on a direct collision course appeared, my avatar would be shattered in an instant.

“…………I could just give up, you know.”

As I threaded my way through the coarse web with mysterious good luck, I muttered, having run out of options.

Thinking normally, this situation was hopeless. Logically, I was done for… This was the part where I should just give up, close my eyes, and resolve to “not fall next time”—but,

“This is a once-in-a-lifetime adventure—and I decided I’d give it my all…!!”

Next impact. Thirty meters until I intersect with a bridge on a grazing trajectory—twenty, ten… Roar, my acrobatic AGI!!

“Ngh—!!”

Fighting against the gravity pulling me down, I forced my body upright, twisted, and flexed—slamming the soles of my feet against the side of the stone bridge.

“Agh… Next!!”

I ignored the HP bar that had vanished by a good twenty percent and the intense numbness in my right leg that made it feel like everything from the knee down was gone.

I deliberately shifted my trajectory and aimed for the next *foothold*—the stone bridge one level below—and made impact.

“Agh, that huuuurts!!”

My left leg was seized by a numbness that was almost pain, but the feeling in my right leg was slightly returning.

I still had HP left—I’m not dead yet!!

Third tier, fourth, fifth… I gradually redirected the momentum of my fall sideways, turning collisions into landings.

The shock lessened with each impact, and the damage decreased incrementally—but the next one would be my limit. If I died from this, well, can’t be helped!!

Final push-off. My target was not the edge of the bridge, but the very center. If my legs couldn’t withstand this landing, I’d explode and say goodbye!!

I clenched my teeth, crushing the fear I had been avoiding, and used `Quick Change`—summoning the great axe and slamming it down on the stone bridge with all my might at the moment of impact.

A deafening crash, a stupidly massive shock that made stars dance in my vision, shot through my body—I was blown back by the recoil, thrown, tumbled, and finally, spread-eagled, I looked up at the web of stone bridges and,

“………………I can be forgiven for saying this… I’m amazing.”

In the corner of my vision—I looked at the HP bar that had held on by a mere sliver, and completely drained, I muttered those words.
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			The White Throne

			From a gameplay perspective, if falling equals certain death, then a long falling time is completely pointless and only serves to needlessly stress the player.

This is even more true for Arcadia, a VR game. It’s hard to believe they would implement a feature like a prolonged fall, which could be traumatic for some people.

From that flash of insight while falling, I had theorized that there might be some kind of lower-level stage beneath the main cliffside path. For example, I had anticipated a route back to the upper level, or perhaps a secret, hidden route of some kind…

“I see… so that’s why it came from below the cliff.”

Before me was a giant nest—the kind anyone would imagine when they hear ‘bird’s nest,’ formed from branches and other debris.

“And the size of it…”

It was absurdly huge. It brazenly occupied one of the stone bridges that crisscrossed like a spiderweb, easily spanning over five meters wide. Considering the massive size of that great-winged bird, the scale made sense.

The nest’s owner was absent, but given its obvious appearance, I could be sure. I had a rough grasp of this area’s structure and design now… but there was one problem.

“Where am I supposed to go from here…?”

As I muttered this, I was currently on the top tier of the mesh-like stone bridges. Conveniently, there was a groove where the ends of the bridges met the rock wall, which I was able to use to climb up.

I made it up… but it looked like a dead end. I checked both sides, but there were no more grooves to climb higher. I couldn’t find any cave-like holes either, so a route back to the upper cliff path seemed unlikely.

“Don’t tell me I have to go down… there isn’t a secret boss, is there?”

There totally is. The flow of events practically guarantees it—and not just any boss, but one far more vicious than the main route’s, clearly above this field’s appropriate level.

I’d bet on it. It’s ab-so-lute-ly not balanced for a low-level player to challenge solo.

“Haha, a journey to my death, huh? Hilarious.”

Damn it. I survived by pulling off some ridiculous moves, so I’d like to get something out of this…

“In any case, I have no choice but to go… down, I guess.”

It’s a lot easier than climbing. I can jump down one tier without taking any damage if I land right… wait, if I miss my footing and fall, I’ll die for real this time. My sense of danger is getting numb.

◇◆◇◆◇

Inside the thick clouds, the scenery changed surprisingly quickly. After a few minutes of jumping down the tiers of stone bridges, descending about a hundred meters, the *ground* came into view.

“…Seriously?”

It was a rocky floor with the same texture as the walls. Having gotten so used to the narrow cliff path and stone bridges, the wide-open ground felt almost out of place.

“No, seriously… does that mean what I think it means? No, but, haaah…”

I had been under a misconception—or rather, I had been deceived.

“What ‘sky bridge’?”

The white that still enveloped me—it wasn’t clouds, it was fog. The name ‘Sky Bridge’ had made me mistake the expanse below the cliff for clouds, leading me to believe the stage was set high up in the sky.

If this rocky floor was the ground, then it was nothing more than a two-hundred-meter-high cliff. I mean, that’s still pretty high, but the name suggesting a path in the sky, the fog disguised as clouds—it was a masterful misdirection.

“The designer has a pretty twisted sense of humor… or maybe I’m just overthinking it.”

In any case, it was safe to assume this was where the secret stage truly began. Depending on the difficulty, it was highly likely I wouldn’t even be able to stand up to the regular mobs, let alone the boss…

“And this fog… isn’t it a little too thick?”

It’s so dense I can’t even see my fingertips when I stretch out my hand. That’s bad, right? If there are mobs lurking in this fog, I could be one-shotted in a surprise attack before I can even fight back.

Due to my STR issues, I can’t keep the great axe equipped. My broken straight sword now has ‘(Broken)’ added to its name and its stats have plummeted, but it’s better than nothing for peace of mind.

With my tragically maimed beloved sword in hand, I advanced into the blinding fog. With literally zero visibility, I kept to the wall, but I might miss any forks in the path this way.

If this area was a maze like the Rocky Wasteland, there was a chance I might never reach the goal.

“…If I walk for ten minutes and find nothing, I’ll reconsider my options.”

Mainly, how to kill myself and respawn.

◇◆◇◆◇

And so, about ten minutes later—just as I was starting to ponder methods of suicide, *it* appeared before me.

“—, huh, what…”

At eighteen years of age, I think I just experienced being ‘at a loss for words’ for the first time.

The dense fog parted rapidly, with a force that made me imagine the sound of a receding wave. With my final step, an indescribable sensation fiercely informed me that I had *entered*.

My vision exploded open with a dizzying breadth. The spreading vista was a crater so vast it made me lose all sense of distance.

A circular depression, likely several kilometers in diameter, was encircled by walls rising three hundred meters high. Cracks ran across every surface, and I had apparently emerged from one of them.

And rendering all of that insignificant was the overwhelming visual information—the *white* that lay in the center of the crater had my eyes glued to it.

“A dra, gon…?”

Despite existing in the center of this massive crater where all sense of scale was lost, its body was so colossally different that I could make out its details with the naked eye.

Its color was pure white. Its features were generally reptilian, and with its large wings and long tail, it had a form that made you unconditionally accept, “Ah, that’s a dragon.”

But there was a reason for the question mark in my mutter. There were three distinctly bizarre parts.

One was its head. It was flat and oval, like a catfish, with a mouth so enormous it took up most of its face. It was closed now, but if that thing opened wide, it could easily swallow a house whole.

Second was its abdomen. It was like a swollen grub, lying heavily on the ground. It had legs that matched its overall scale, but I couldn’t imagine it walking with that grotesque form. Its wings were also huge and didn’t seem atrophied, but could it even fly?

And third was its head. I’m not repeating myself because it’s important; I mean its second head. Attached to the tip of its long tail, like the snake tail of a chimera, was a distorted head—

“—”

Our eyes met. With *it*, which exuded a strange horror, like a human face contorted in agony.

No, its eyes were closed. But I knew, with absolute certainty, that I was being “watched.” The tail, like the main body, was lying on the ground, but from the face turned this way—a gaze.

This is bad.

I can’t move.

This isn’t on the level of being scary or feeling intimidated. It’s a violence of information from a transcendent being that invades my thoughts so deeply I can’t even issue commands to my body.

This is a game?

That thing is a construct of data created in a virtual space?

Don’t be ridiculous. That thing is—

“—?!”

Suddenly, it was right in front of me. The one who moved was—me.

I was frozen in place, yet I was pulled toward it as if grabbed without a care. I hadn't moved a single step, yet I had been instantaneously transported before the *white* thing.

Before it—more accurately, before its reclining tail.

My virtual avatar broke out in a cold sweat. The straight sword I unconsciously tried to grip slipped from my right hand, which had lost all its strength.

A clatter echoed on the rocky ground. And then—a massive tremor.

“Hh… ha, hh…!”

The choked laugh I tried to force out became an ugly sob. My legs, instinctively trying to retreat without conscious thought, were tangled up by an earthquake of a level I’d never experienced before.

As I fell onto my rear, the *white* thing *stirred* before me—and this time, it raised its main head and looked at me.

On either side of its flat head were two giant eyes, milky white like cataracts.

Why isn’t my HP decreasing? Even though this *thing* is so *heavy*.

It’s like a human and an ant having a staring contest—if an ant had feelings, is this what it would feel like?

Neither I nor the *white* thing moved. Ten seconds, twenty seconds—the standoff, which felt like it could last an eternity, came to an end with my voice, as I finally caught my breath.

“—Hh………………………… kuhah.”

—Yeah, okay, you win. My total defeat. I was seriously so taken in I couldn’t even move a fingertip. Panicking like that in a game at eighteen years old… damn, it's so… pathetic!!!!

“You’ve got some nerve, virtual world… Yeah, I guess things had been going a little too smoothly, and I was getting cocky. For a moment there, I even thought, ‘I’m so cool.’”

To think it would so suddenly break my spirit with a big surprise like this is just—an unexpected blessing.

“Ah, I’m speechless. Could this *be* any more awesome? There’s nothing else to say. This is the best, Arcadia…!!”

I hadn’t looked up any information, but I had let my imagination run wild.

I imagined the greatest adventure, imagined the greatest encounters, imagined the greatest battles.

And at the end, I always added a caveat—*I hope it’s as amazing as I’m imagining*.

A virtual reality world I had dreamed of. But it was a virtual reality world that had been *made real*. I didn’t know if it would overlap with the dream worlds that exist in fiction.

I kept wishing—please, let it be at least a step short of my dreams.

I kept telling myself—I’ll surely be satisfied even with that.

Let me be clear. I had underestimated Arcadia.

I remember the moment I first dived into this virtual world—a landscape indistinguishable from reality, the textures were overwhelming.

I remember the battles I’ve fought—the experience, the excitement, the elation of victory that I could never have in reality.

I remember the adventures I’ve taken—that time, this time, every single moment I was completely absorbed in this world.

—In those moments, did I ever perceive this ‘world’ as just a game?

“And to top it all off, there’s you.”

An encounter like this, like a punch to the head—it’s made the ‘best’ I had imagined seem so small.

“Whoops… excuse me?”

I picked up the straight sword I had so shamefully dropped.

I gripped it, gave it a light swing, and held it straight out in front of me.

Who am I showing it to? To the magnificent being who’s been looking down on me this whole time, of course.

“So, can you be beaten?”

Is it even an enemy? I don’t know.

“Assuming it is an enemy, its majesty suggests it’s a raid boss that says no to not just solo players but even full parties. What’s the deal with that?”

Given the vastness of this area and its colossal size, I can’t even begin to imagine tackling it by myself. I’m almost certain that’s the case.

“I wonder, is it a cleared boss that can be fought multiple times, or could it be an undefeated champion that’s been unbeaten for the three years since the service started?”

I’m confident that even with a hundred of me, I couldn’t even leave a scratch.

“Can you even hear my voice? No reaction, you a good listener? Not even a hint of a response, so I can cross off ‘dragon NPC,’ right?”

I’m at my limit, so it’s okay, right?

What limit?

It’s obvious—the limit of holding back from taking a step into this violent excitement, that’s what!!

“Feel free to wipe me out—I swear I’ll be back for revenge one day!!”

—Just one hit is all I need. I’ll dodge whatever comes my way.

—Just one hit is all I need. I’ll land a blow, even if it doesn’t leave a scratch.

Contrary to my blazing excitement, my thoughts grew cold enough to burn. Remember the teleportation. This thing is very likely a cheater that can manipulate space. Don’t be fooled by its sluggish movements. Whatever its attack is, don’t think for a second that my low-level, weak-spec self can react after seeing it.

Predict. Imagine. What action would an overwhelmingly powerful being take to swat away a speck of dust that has lost its mind? Or will it just ignore me? No, if it’s an enemy, it can’t possibly ignore a hostile act from a player. It will definitely take combat action.

If I were the designer, what opening move would I want for this thing? Dragon, giant, appearance, slow, big mouth, human-faced tail, fog, teleportation, stillness—thinking conventionally,

“Ngh—!!”

I was already running.

Even though it was right in front of me, the scale was too different. The distance between us was about fifty meters on flat ground.

The closest part was its left foreleg, planted firmly on the ground—the *white* thing moved.

It was a one-shot gamble. My thoughts, catching up to my pre-emptive action, delivered the conclusion.

*The white thing’s first move is a sweeping attack with its long tail.*.

No time for questions—it’s too late to react after seeing it. Do it!!

I leaped straight up with all my might. My current max jump height with my AGI is over three meters—but it’s not enough!!

The *white* thing’s attack is coming. Its movements are sluggish, but because of its size, it’s *slow* yet *super-fast*. A giant white wall, looking like a bridge or something, is closing in at tremendous speed.

From the trajectory of the tail gouging the ground as it approaches, a three-meter jump isn’t enough to escape—that’s why,

“—`Quick Change`!!!”

I summoned the great axe, crouched down as much as possible—and extended it *below my feet*, into my *outstretched palm*.

I’ve used this skill to death; its properties are burned into my senses. Call it an exploit, I don’t care. If my prediction is correct—it should be possible!!

I focused the impact into the briefest possible moment. The handle of the great axe appeared in my palm—and without gripping it, I *kicked off it with all my might*.

The feeling of pushing off a thin, but definitely solid, foothold. I soared another three meters up, no different from a full-power jump from the ground—a roar.

A total of nearly seven meters. My forced mid-air jump carried me through the air, and just below me, the *white* thing’s tail shot past, whipping up a terrifying wind pressure.

Buffeted by the aftershock, but unharmed—three seconds and a bit, cooldown over.

“Tch… `Quick Change`!!!”

Next up, the straight sword—I don’t have time to fall naturally!!

Using the straight sword as a foothold just like the great axe, I jumped a third time. I landed on the ground with the force of a crash—and ran, then `Quick Change`.

The straight sword left behind in the air vanished, and I summoned—the pickaxe gifted to me by the buff old man, and then,

“I don’t care if it does no damage…! —Take this, you son of a biiiiiiitch!!!!”

My first and best all-out effort since throwing myself into this world.

I closed the distance to zero and, at the foot of the *white* thing, so close I could count every scale on its snout, I—sank my utterly minuscule fang into it.

◇You have encountered ‘Tsarkalv of the White Throne’◇

◇Titles Acquired◇

・‘One Who Aims for the White Throne’

・‘One Who Follows Through with Recklessness’

◇Skill Acquired◇

・Embodied Protection

“—Annnnd I’m dead, hell yeah!!”

With a *shing*, I revived. At the familiar fountain respawn point, I let out a roar before the light effects even faded.

The veterans chatting and passing by all flinched in unison, but with my excitement still boiling over, I had no time for them.

I shoved the encounter, the titles, and the skill all into a ‘pending’ folder in my brain and furiously tapped the system window I had summoned.

I finished my flurry of typing by slamming my fist on the logout button, and the light of return to the real world enveloped my avatar.

“Just you wait, Arcadia—from now on, I’m getting serious.”

From this moment on, I will tackle this VRMMO with everything I have.

So, what’s the first thing to do?—There’s only one answer!!

“I hereby unseal the Fountain of Knowledge (the walkthrough sites)!!”
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			A Certain Girl's Afternoon

			“…Ngh, mmm…”

A slow ascent into consciousness. It seemed it would take a little more time to get used to the autonomous return from the world of dreams. A woman—a girl—stirred, gradually putting strength into her hazy limbs to sit up, and a machine detected the movement and raised her.

With its automatically opening lid and its simple, functional appearance, it still felt more like a medical device than a game console. Thinking this for the nth time, she sat up and checked the time.

Despite having experienced what felt like enough time for the sun to begin setting, the clock in the real world showed it was only just past three in the afternoon.

“…My mental age is going to get way ahead of my real one before I know it.”

No matter how many times the principle was explained to her, she still couldn't quite grasp the time acceleration technology. If someone were to do their real-world work or studies ‘inside,’ wouldn't that be obvious cheating from the perspective of non-Arcadia users—

“Ah, right… I have to hurry.”

This was no time to be lost in thought. If she didn’t start preparing soon, her turn would be taken from her again, just like yesterday.

The girl slipped a haori over her loungewear from the rack and hurried out of her room.

“Oh my, are you already finished for today?”

As she had expected, someone was already there when the girl reached her destination.

A woman stood before the stove, wearing an apron as if it were the most natural thing in the world, stirring the contents of a pot. Seeing her, the girl puffed out her cheeks in displeasure.

“Itsuki-san! I told you, I’m on dinner duty on my days off!”

When she complained, the woman—Natsume Itsuki—giggled and offered a playful, teasing smile.

“Fufu, I thought you might be engrossed in another adventure with yesterday’s *knight*.”

“Ah! Y-You’ve still got it all wrong! It’s really not like that, it’s just a game!”

She hated how her feelings showed on her face at times like this. She was well aware that blushing while making excuses only made her less convincing.

It was her own fault for grabbing Itsuki last night, still buzzing with the excitement of her first adventure, and telling her all about it. Resigned to being teased, she knew she had to get Itsuki out of the kitchen.

As she pushed her away from the pot, saying, “Move, move,” Itsuki simply replied, “Oh my,” and yielded the spot without much resistance. Her gaze, directed at the girl’s obvious glare, was one hundred percent warm amusement. It was the look of a mother or an older sister.

She was endlessly grateful to Itsuki for handling all the housework she couldn’t manage, but she wished Itsuki would stop usurping her roles and trying to look after her in strange ways.

Did Itsuki think she was such an easy girl that she would fall in love at first sight with a man she had only adventured with for a short time in a game? She wished she wouldn't underestimate her so much.

“Honestly… Is this dashi for miso soup?”

“Yes. Would you like to take over?”

“I wanted to make Western food today.”

“Oh my. Well, I shall make soup tomorrow, then.”

“It’s spring break, so I’m on cooking duty tomorrow too!!”

Her retort, meant as payback, lacked force and was smoothly deflected. Itsuki was in her mid-twenties, she recalled—could she herself acquire such composure in ten years or so? She sadly couldn’t imagine it.

Perhaps sensing the girl’s growing pout, Itsuki quickly dropped the teasing atmosphere and offered a gentle smile from the side.

“Don’t be upset. Please, tell me what happened. You had another lively adventure today, didn’t you?”

The girl had a weakness for this mood of hers. A gaze like a gentle older sister, or perhaps a calm mother. It was ticklish, embarrassing, and made her avert her eyes.

“Well… yes, it was lively.”

“Then, please tell me. You see, since yesterday, I’ve become a fan of my lady’s adventure stories.”

She said it without hiding her genuine excitement, which made it hard to dislike her. However, there was one point she couldn't overlook.

“I won’t tell anyone who calls me ‘my lady’.”

“My apologies. In that case—Lady Sora, would you please be so kind as to tell me your story?”

“I-tsu-ki-san?”

“Oh, Sora, you worry about such little things. Just tell me your fun story, won’t you?”

Unable to shake the feeling of being played with, the girl—Sora—huffed and, while looking away, said, “Fine…” and began to recount the adventure that followed last night’s.


		
			Chapter 22: Objecting to the Fountain of Knowledge
			
			
		
		
			Chapter 22

			Objecting to the Fountain of Knowledge

			“No way…”

Clutching my smartphone, I dove into the sea of the internet and let out a sigh I’d already repeated countless times.

Seriously, I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve said it. A veritable festival of “You’ve got to be kidding me,” a carnival of disbelief… Was the [Arcadia] I’d been playing a completely different game from the one everyone else was?

“Now that’s just unbelievable…”

I was initially put off by the sheer number of pages on what seemed to be the biggest strategy wiki, so I decided to limit my searches to the bare minimum I needed for now… but it’s no good. The “no ways” just won’t stop. Unbelievable.

First, my most pressing question: the [Tsarkalv of the White Throne]. Turns out—get this—while it has been discovered, its strategy is still unknown. The information section for this raid boss was filled with question marks.

Seriously? It’s been three years, and there’s a discovered boss that’s still undefeated?

Apparently, a raid party of over a hundred players, including that Sword Queen girl, challenged it and got instantly wiped out… I don’t even feel like speculating. There’s too little information, so I’ll pass until I’m in the mood.

Next up, the most important thing to look up in any MMO—the various character build and development paths… Yeah, my brain is having a hard time processing this one…

Should I try summarizing the key points in three simple lines?

1. Don’t go full AGI! You’ll regret it and die!

2. Lightly-armored warriors are for pros! Normal players, wear armor or you’ll die!

3. The All-Weapon Aptitude is the worst of the worst! Just die!

“Is this a personal attack?”

My avatar has stepped on every single landmine with almost artistic precision. Have you no shame?

And yet, there’s a part of me that isn’t convinced by the dozens of articles I read to reach that conclusion. It’s just… so many things clash with my own understanding of the game…

“Most of all, there’s no way the All-Weapon Aptitude tree is garbage.”

After logging out, I’d been glued to my phone for nearly two hours. In that time, I’d managed to shed my ignorance and get a decent grasp on the various mechanics of [Arcadia].

I could even make a rough self-assessment by comparing my current in-game status to the vast amount of information recorded by my predecessors. The problem, however, is that my self-assessed value is far too low.

First, the core of any character build in [Arcadia] is the aptitude skill. For me, that would be *All-Weapon Aptitude*, but apparently, if you acquire multiple aptitudes, you can only have one of them active at a time.

In other words, even if I learned both *One-Handed Sword Aptitude* and *Two-Handed Sword Aptitude*, I couldn't use them simultaneously. I’d have to choose which one to apply and toggle it on or off.

Furthermore, after acquiring an aptitude, you learn skills that align with its nature, all arranged in a tree format with the aptitude skill as its core. The conclusion is that you can only use skills from the currently active tree.

Based on that premise, the bewilderingly diverse aptitude trees have all been rated… and while *All-Weapon Aptitude* isn't the absolute worst, its rating is so low it’s faster to count from the bottom.

There are several reasons given. First, as I suspected, its damage multipliers and other bonuses are inevitably inferior to specialized aptitude trees. Okay, that makes sense. Next.

Second, it seems you basically can't learn any attack skills. In other words, it’s an underprivileged build with almost no special moves. Even I had to choke back a “You serious?” at that.

Yeah, okay, that’s rough. I get it. Next.

Third, the skill considered the core of the tree, *Quick Change*, is such garbage it’s practically unusable—and stop right there.

“No, that’s not right.”

Absolutely not. Forget everything else; that skill is a flawless, god-tier gift. You should be calling it Master Quick Change.

They say: the activation lag is so bad it’s useless.

They say: the mental imaging requirement is so high that activation is unstable.

They say: it’s faster to switch manually than to struggle with activating the skill.

“What parallel universe are they living in?”

What are these veterans talking about…? I was only confused the very first time I got it. After that, it’s worked like an extension of my own limbs.

I don’t think the thought-based controls are as difficult as they say, either. All you have to do is quickly picture the appearance or name of the equipment you want to summon and activate it. Once you get used to it, it doesn’t even take a full second.

Is it an individual difference…? No, even so… hmm.

In my opinion, the All-Weapon Aptitude tree—or rather, the skill *Quick Change*—is an amazing skill that’s one step away from being completely broken.

It allows for instantaneous weapon changes during combat, enabling you to adapt to any situation on the fly. As long as you solve issues like inventory capacity, it has the potential for both offense and defense.

Plus, there’s the weight negation the instant you switch weapons, and that brief grace period where the summoned weapon is fixed in mid-air until you grasp it… That last-ditch aerial jump I used to dodge *White's* attack was made possible by exploiting the latter property.

It’s packed with so many traits that seem perfect for exploitation, yet it’s been branded a garbage skill with a barrage of low ratings… I don’t get it.

I’ll admit it’s a niche skill. Even I’ve ended up with a playstyle unbecoming of a beginner—a glass-cannon, high-mobility fighter running on 90% instinct… and no, that wasn’t my intention. I’m actually having fun with the pinball-like tactics I’m developing, but if I’m being honest, I’d at least like to wear some armor.

I’m still running around in what is essentially plain underwear. When I walk through town, I get a whole lot of “what’s with that guy” stares, you know?

“But still… yeah…”

According to the wiki, acquiring a specific aptitude skill isn't that difficult. So the idea of switching to a specialized skill tree now, based on the veterans' advice, has crossed my mind….

“But after just two days, this build just feels… right.”

My three boss victories so far, the time I narrowly saved myself after falling off a cliff, and that moment I dodged the *White* bastard’s attack to land a counter—I can confidently say that all of it was only possible because of my current build.

I don’t care what popular opinion says; the power I’ve cultivated in my avatar has already earned my complete trust.

“…Well, it’s worth a try.”

Gathering intel from wikis isn’t just about reading, understanding, and being done with it. In this modern age where it’s easy to exchange opinions with countless people, you lose out if you don’t speak up yourself.

“I think there was a user-only page for [Arcadia]…”

This is it. I’ll just enter my Arcadia unit ID and password on the login page… and,

“Oh, it shows my name and avatar ID.”

So it’s not anonymous. That’s unusual for this kind of service… but I guess there are various reasons for that, given it’s the only VR content out there.

A quick look at the recent forum threads shows everyone being frank but also quite polite in their interactions.

Even though it’s a virtual space where you wear an avatar, communication in Arcadia happens face-to-face. It seems things like etiquette and manners towards others are taken pretty seriously… Ah, found the questions board. This should be the place.

Careful not to write a messy post, and remembering to mention that I’m a beginner, I wrote out my various questions. Once I was done, I gave it a quick read-through from top to bottom… Yeah, this looks about right.

“Annnnd post. Now then.”

That’s enough of a break. I ate dinner alone and let my mother know my plans. I got a brutally cold stare, especially since I've been diving into the game all day, but I’m hoping she’ll forgive me for at least another week or so.

“For now, I guess I’ll quickly finish up the muscly old man’s quest… Drive On.”

Muttering a monologue—a habit that’s been growing over the past two days—I lay down in the unit and called out the startup phrase for the third time today.
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			Cliff Road Revenge

			“King of the White Throne.”

Those were his first words—or, to be precise, they were the words the muscly old man solemnly uttered after a ten-second silence that followed me visiting his smithy to beg for a replacement pickaxe, which had naturally snapped when I hit that white mochi bastard, presenting the borrowed tool, broken clean in half, with a deep bow.

“...You figured it out.”

King of the White Throne—I didn’t need to think to know who he was referring to.

“A smith reads the iron.”

“..., ...?”

“...”

Hey, don’t nod like you think I understood. If you really think that gets the message across, you should get your speech center replaced.

“I see, how profound…”

But if there’s a hidden affection parameter for NPCs, I don’t want to risk messing it up, so playing it safe is the best option.

Ignoring me as I nodded back in feigned understanding while suppressing my true thoughts, the muscly old man stared intently at the broken pickaxe—at its tip, which had turned faintly white.

Profound indeed, especially the chasm between our minds… Just then,

“Huh?”

A *shalan* sound reached my ears. Looking for the source of the odd noise, I saw a “Quest Updated” notification in the corner of my vision.

“A bundle of Glowbird tail feathers.”

At the same time, the muscly old man gave a verbal order. I checked the quest details and saw that Blue Iron Ore had disappeared from the list of required items.

“Wait, you don’t need the iron ore anymore?”

I was treated to a bungee jump without a cord by a great-winged bird before I found the second ore, so I shouldn’t have met the quota. Yet, [Blue Iron Ore] had vanished from the completion requirements, and I tilted my head in confusion.

“Don’t need it. I’ll use this for the core.”

He said, his rugged hand pointing to the broken pickaxe I had just given him… Wait, seriously?

“It’s scrap iron, but it’s devoured a sliver of ‘power.’ For a first piece, it’s a more than adequate core.”

“...No way.”

Here it comes… I’ve definitely entered a special route!

There’s no time to waste! Just you wait, you feathered fiend, I’m coming to wipe you from existence!

◇◆◇◆◇

In the central district of Istia, a lone female player stood in the fountain plaza, a popular meeting spot, a thoughtful expression on her face.

Her flame-like, vibrant scarlet hair was eye-catching enough, but her attire was what truly made her stand out.

Due to a shortage of specialized artisans, traditional Japanese clothing was still a rarity in the world of Arcadia. Her particular outfit—a splendid kimono worn in a stylishly disheveled manner, a type that fetched an especially high price—made her conspicuous even when she was just standing there quietly.

“Hmm…”

On a whim, she had peeked at the forums and, drawn in by an interesting topic, had stuck her nose in. The search for a person, which she began with almost zero leads, was proving difficult… or so she thought. Information about ‘him’ had fallen into her lap with surprising ease.

It turned out the player in question was the first newcomer to Istia in nearly six months and was, as expected, quite the standout in this town. A little asking around yielded a fair amount of information—in fact, she probably knew his current location already.

That’s because he’d been spotted moments ago, charging towards the teleport gate at a ridiculous speed while roaring something like, “Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge, YEAAAH!!” The gap between the formal, business-report-like tone of his forum post and the reality of his character was becoming undeniable.

Besides, his forum post had said, “I started yesterday.” What did he mean by tackling the third beginner area on his second day?

On top of that, if the eyewitness accounts were correct, he was currently attempting it solo. It was getting more and more incomprehensible.

In the first place, there was no way a player on their second day could sprint at what a high-level player would perceive as a “ridiculous speed”—

“Well, this is getting interesting.”

She had gotten involved on a whim, just to kill time, but now she had a feeling this could turn into an unexpectedly fun encounter.

She muttered to herself, her hair swaying cheerfully as she left the fountain plaza behind.

◇◆◇◆◇

“You’re no ordinary mob, are you!?”

I had returned with gusto to the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge]. Now, locked in a brawl with my fated rival, the great-winged bird, on a ledge of the cliff, I spat out my conviction-filled accusation.

It was obvious. For a common enemy treated as a weak mob, this thing was way too tough in every respect. Combined with a combat field that left me no choice but to be ambushed, I got the feeling this wasn’t an enemy you were meant to fight head-on.

If that’s the case, my options are to either repel it or flee, but the latter isn’t realistic.

This cliff path crumbles if you step in the wrong place. Trying to make a full-speed escape here is synonymous with direct, not-so-subtle suicide.

“Then I’ll repel it…! I bet it’s a matter of dealing a certain amount of damage or surviving for a set time!”

I have to believe that achieving either one will drive it away—in that case, for a glass cannon like me, the only choice is the former!

“I guess the proper strategy is probably to counter…!”

Screw that! I’ll teach you that the sky is no longer your exclusive domain!

I used *Quick Change* and swung my great axe at the Glowbird that had been relentlessly attacking me. The wide swing caught it off guard, and just as I’d planned, the great-winged bird backed off to create distance—

“A man’s gotta have guts!!”

My next move was to press the attack. Kicking away the fear that tried to hold me back for just a moment, I launched myself off the edge of the cliff with all my might. Perhaps my insane act was a shock even to a bird, as the Glowbird’s movements faltered for a split second, allowing me to get above its head.

My right hand no longer held the great axe, but a straight sword. My beloved blade, its body restored by the muscly old man—

“Nngh-RAAAH!!”

—I slammed it down onto the bird’s dumb-looking head.

Its HP didn’t drop much, but the surprise attack was undoubtedly a painful blow. A high-pitched shriek echoed through the air, but I didn’t have the luxury of yelling “serves you right.”

Not yet, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, hurry, YES, cooldown’s up!

“*Quick Change*!!”

As my body was pulled down by gravity, I kicked off the air with my newly acquired secret technique, the aerial jump. Using the great axe that appeared in place of my sword as a foothold, I leaped back onto the cliff path, trembling with an indescribable sense of accomplishment.

“YEAAAH! How d’you like my pseudo-aerial combat?! Still think this skill is useless!?”

It obviously can’t compete with a real aerial jump skill, but being able to kick off the air when you have no legitimate means to do so has to be a huge advantage.

The element of surprise is a plus, too. The proof is right there—the great-winged bird, retreating in a panic!

“Alright, as long as I don’t look down, I can manage this.”

Not only had I gotten my revenge, but I’d also proven that my newly learned pseudo-aerial combat style works on this feathered fiend.

Putting aside the fact that my stomach churns every time I accidentally look down, I can say I’ve established a solid strategy. Honestly, it’s so scary I feel like I could puke, and part of me is asking, “Are you serious right now?” but I’ll just put a lid on common sense.

It’s a game, so it’s fine, it’s fine.

“Alright then, let’s get through this nice and quick.”

◇◆◇◆◇
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			“Well now, you suggestive little plateau.”

After fighting off repeated attacks from the Glowbirds and climbing a path that grew increasingly steep, a circular plateau about thirty meters in diameter appeared before me.

While not perfectly smooth, the ground here was far more stable than the cliff path. There were no noticeable objects.

A quick lap around the edge revealed no other routes besides the one I came from. Which probably means…

“This is the end…”

It was a long and arduous battle… well, the distance itself wasn’t that great, but the treacherous footing and the damn birds’ persistent attacks wore me down mentally.

After my tenth or so cliff jump, the fear went numb, but having so much to pay attention to is still exhausting.

So, after overcoming such hardships, who awaits me at this goal…? I already know—after all, I haven’t managed to kill a single one of them yet.

“The muscly old man has to be getting tired of waiting… How about you let me pluck those tail feathers of yours already?”

A peculiar sensation washed over me as the surrounding atmosphere instantly shifted. I’d experienced it several times in my boss battles so far. As I felt it on my skin, high-pitched cries echoed from all around, surrounding me where I stood in the center of the plateau.

Yes—surrounding me. Meaning there were multiple. To get straight to the point, the boss enemy of this ‘Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge’ is…

“A multi-enemy boss fight, I see. No wonder you’re so tough in every sense of the word, Mr. Glowbird.”

Four massive bodies soared up from the cliff’s edge. All of them were blue, their great wings spread wide, and each bore a familiar scar in the same location.

In other words, these were the same individuals I had fought off on my way here. Considering how many times they attacked, I wouldn’t be surprised if more showed up… Are they reinforcements, or is the difficulty adjusted to my party size?

Hoping for the latter, I raised my straight sword and looked up at the Glowbirds, which were screeching at me in a chorus like a brass ensemble.

“This athletic hike has been reasonably fun, you annoying obstacles. I’m going to thank you properly, so be prepared!”

Whether in response to my taunt or not, the next moment, three of the Glowbirds moved simultaneously with a piercing cry.

The ones to my left, right, and rear—which had been surrounding me at equal intervals—all charged straight at me!

“Tch…!”

My feet instinctively hesitated, but I immediately reversed course and rushed toward the one approaching from behind. This area was incomparably wider than the cliff path, but it was still narrow. If we ran straight at each other, we’d cross paths in an instant.

“If I have solid ground…!”

Before Glowbird D, which had been approaching from behind, could react to my change in direction—

“I can put my whole body into it!”

I deflected its pecking thrust, and as we passed each other, I brought a full-force blow down on its slender neck. I braced myself against the inertia of its massive body, which threatened to pull me along, and stepped in further—

“Nngh-RAAAAAH!!”

I forcefully swung through. It may be huge, but it’s still an avian creature. As a human, if my feet are on the ground, I can even overpower it with sheer strength—no, that’s absolutely impossible in reality. All hail fantasy!

As D crashed to the ground with a cry of agony, I started to raise my hand for a follow-up, but I immediately reconsidered upon hearing the sharp sound of wind rushing from my left and right.

The moment I leaped back, B from the left and C from the right flew in as if to protect D. While the two of them fruitlessly hit the spot I had just vacated… Hey, I can hear the sound of your wings, you know?

“An ambush is impossible with wings that big! Hyah!!”

*Quick Change*—I returned the favor to Glowbird A, which was attempting a surprise attack from directly above, with a surprise attack of my own: a thrown great axe.

Exploiting the split-second gap in the game’s mechanics before weight is applied, a momentary manipulation. The axe, thrown with one hand, cut through the air with high-speed rotation and slammed into the bridge of A’s nose.

This wasn’t like the attacks I’d landed in mid-air without any footing. The blow, backed by plenty of force, produced a massive hit effect, and the great-winged bird’s beak shattered as if from an explosion.

As the Glowbird began to fall, I walked towards its landing spot with a wicked grin of my own.

“Time for the debut of weapon-change repertoire number three.”

My experience with the great axe confirmed it: heavy weapons are strong. If that’s the case, then what I, captivated by their power, sought next was the king of blunt instruments! Come forth!

I swung my empty right hand down with all my might at A, which had crashed at my feet. In the middle of the swing, the great axe that had been falling behind the Glowbird’s massive body vanished above my head—and in its place appeared a monstrous warhammer.

“My style—*Quick Change* Strike!”

A massive lump of iron, a size I definitely couldn’t lift even with two hands, regained its original weight while retaining the inertia from the deceptively fast, cheat-like swing—and made impact.

—*SPLATTER*!!!

An indescribable scream—no, it was no longer a voice, but merely the sound of something scattering.

The [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer]—forged with the Blue Iron Ore I no longer needed for the quest as its core, with additional material costs and as much iron packed in as possible—unleashed a level of power that made even its wielder flinch.

To be specific, Glowbird A’s head exploded, and it died instantly. ……Huh, even for a multi-boss, it went down in pretty much one hit?

“Was weight really power…? Or was the inertia boost just that strong…?”

The result of a blow I’d delivered expecting something like, *Yeah, massive damage!*, was so far beyond my expectations that I broke out in a cold sweat, completely bewildered.

And I wasn’t the only one shaken. The other three, who had been about to move in to support A, were frozen in fear.

I stood there, stunned.

Glowbird A faded away into motes of light.

Three birds watched me, their flapping hesitant.

I slowly raised my head and returned their gaze.

In that instant—when my sixth sense received the emotion of “terror”—our relationship changed from “boss and challenger” to “hunter and prey.”

You know which one is the prey, right? Now hand over those tail feathers….

◇◆◇◆◇

“...”

Hidden behind a rock just before the boss area on the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge], she was struggling to find the right words to describe the scene unfolding before her.

She didn’t really need to hide, but… the player she was tracking was currently in a boss battle—it was a boss battle, right? This isn’t like any boss battle I know.

…In any case, the person challenging the boss seemed to be a rather dangerous individual, so she had decided to postpone contact as a precaution.

“...It looks like he’s doing everything he wrote on the forums.”

She had seen him demonstrate the aerial jump countless times on the way here, and she had also witnessed with her own eyes the instantaneous manipulation of heavy weapons using the *Quick Change* skill.

A warhammer appeared that, due to her profession, she had a few things to say about, but it was true that swinging something like that with one hand would normally be impossible for a low-level character’s stats.

In fact, even a high-level warrior would struggle. Assuming it was made entirely of iron and estimating its weight by sight, it would require at least 300 STR… and to swing it at that speed with one hand, you’d want double that. A build that heavily favored strength wasn’t part of the current meta.

And how was he managing his inventory’s weight limit with something like that? The other great axe, which looked like a store-bought item, must also be quite heavy—wait, is that why he’s not wearing any armor? Does that mean he’s not carrying any consumables either?

“What do I do about him…”

At this point, there was no doubt—that player was the same kind of existence as the handful of other “irregulars” she had encountered before.

An existence that shatters the conventions of this virtual world, which seems free but is surprisingly restrictive, by meeting them head-on with the unconventional.

It wasn’t unheard of for someone to be extraordinary from the day they started. The image of a certain female acquaintance of hers came to mind, and she couldn’t help but give a wry smile.

“...What do I do about him?”

With that understanding, her heart was in turmoil, a swirl of confusion and various other emotions.

She had a feeling he was a strange player from the start, but she hadn’t expected him to be this far off the charts. To be honest, she wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to just post this information on the forums.

Every player with an account in Arcadia has passed the operator’s screening and possesses a certain level of common sense and decency. Therefore, even if she were to reveal all the “strange things” about that player, it probably wouldn’t lead to a situation where he was immediately mobbed by countless people.

But there would definitely be some who would make a move. And without exception, they would be the kind of veterans that a newcomer like him was too green to get involved with.

…Lost in her stupor at his series of utterly baffling actions, she had already made a few questionable posts—but it wasn’t too late.

For now, what to do about that newcomer was up to her—if that’s the case, then,

“...That sounds a bit like an excuse, doesn’t it?”

Kagura stood up from behind the rock, a wry smile on her face at her own excuse-laden thoughts. She had tried to rationalize it, to convince herself with various arguments… but in the end, she had decided to act on her true feelings.

—To be honest, her artisan’s hands were itching like crazy.

The invisible barrier that had enclosed the boss battle stage suddenly dissipated. That was the sign of a conclusion.

The victor, standing alone in the center of the field, looked a little dissatisfied, perhaps finding the anticlimactic battle unfulfilling.

Seeing this, Kagura let out a quiet chuckle, stepped out from her hiding spot, and made her move. She felt a slight pang of guilt towards the residents of the forum, whom she was about to betray in a small way—

“—Forgive me for jumping the gun.”

On the face of the hedonist, an irrepressible curiosity bloomed.
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			◇ You have defeated the *Great Winged Bird Flock* ◇

◇ Titles Acquired ◇

・*Vanquisher of the Great Winged Bird Flock*

・*One-Hit Shatter*

◇ Skills Acquired ◇

・Heavy Attack Manipulator

◇ Skill Growth ◇

・Jump Maneuver ⇒ Jumble Step

"What an unsatisfying feeling."

Come to think of it, was this the first boss I'd defeated without a real struggle? The mushrooms, the boar, the scorpion—they all had moments where I was in a pinch. But this one just ended anticlimactically, without any kind of late-game frenzy.

No reinforcements ever came. I just systematically smashed the four bird heads and got a 'Congratulations.' It felt good to pay them back for all the trouble they gave me on the way here, but honestly, it was a little… no, a lot…

"Isn't this… kinda broken?"

I looked down at myself, at this body that was accumulating power at an accelerating rate, and felt a cold sweat break out.

Arcadia is an online game—one that bills itself as an MMORPG. While there are surely many exceptions among the numerous titles in the genre, as a rule, boss battles in MMOs are designed to be difficult.

True to the name Massively Multiplayer Online, the game design is often based on the premise of multiple people working together.

I've only been playing for a few days, but from what I've seen of its detailed construction, Arcadia's combat seems to be set at a fairly severe difficulty level.

Lynch mobs, ambushes, targeted attacks, using the terrain to one's advantage—the concepts presented are already brutal by the fourth field, and a calm analysis would reveal that all of them encourage mutual support among multiple players.

And then there was me, who had just crushed a boss solo while practically humming a tune…

"Did I over-level…?"

"What's your level now?"

"Still only around 30."

"That's about right for this area."

I see. In that case, putting aside the lump-of-iron hammer, there's no way I was over-geared with just a store-bought iron sword and my underwear. This must be it, then. The all-weapon proficiency skill tree that everyone online dismisses as trash must be…

"Huh?!"

It was only after casually exchanging words that I realized. Lifting my head from my thoughts, I whipped around to find a player standing behind me.

As my eyes focused on the figure, a faintly glowing blue cursor popped up above their head… This was my first-ever encounter with another player outside of a city.

And wow. Red hair and a loosely worn kimono—an incredibly eye-catching outfit. The well-designed avatar face and dignified aura made it look quite stylish, but it was an imposing presence you'd never see in real life.

In these kinds of games, the equation of 'flashy gear = strong player' is never broken. It was a given for a beginner like me, but this person was undoubtedly my superior.

Just as I was tilting my head, wondering why such a player was in a beginner area like this, they spoke first.

"Sorry to pop up like that. I was watching the boss fight. Congrats."

"Uh, oh, thanks."

Contrary to their splendid appearance, their tone was frank… or rather, I sensed a hint of a coarse roleplay in it.

I'd been reflexively wary due to the surprise and their flashy appearance, but their relatively easygoing style naturally put me at ease. Even with virtual avatars, you can get a sense of someone's vibe after facing them and exchanging a few words.

A friendly and beautiful veteran player—yep, not a single reason to be on guard.

"Alright, I'm not a fan of beating around the bush. Let's get straight to the point."

While I was busy convincing myself with that incredibly foolish line of thought, she raised her left hand with a somewhat mischievous smile.

A familiar system window unfolded at her slender fingertips. After a few practiced motions, another small window with a different color scheme popped up.

"I'm getting ahead of myself—the name's Kagura. A pleasure to make your acquaintance."

The window, flicked by her fingertip, came spinning toward me. I caught it reflexively and saw her player profile displayed there, just like a business card.

"…Mirage Workshop?"

Secretly thrilled by Arcadia's wonderfully mysterious system, I unconsciously read aloud the name written next to her player name, [Kagura]—a noun that probably signified her affiliation.

Kagura nodded, then unceremoniously extended a hand toward me.

"I'll be direct. Are you interested in having a personal Magic Crafter?"

After a brief freeze induced by the sudden offer…

"…A 'mah-ko-shi'? What's that?"

…the dumbfounded words that left my mouth echoed inanely across the land, now bereft of its master.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—So, a Magic Crafter is basically an all-purpose artisan who can make anything with magic. Is that about right?"

"Mostly, yeah. The fields you specialize in will differ depending on how you raise your proficiency, but this game doesn't have job systems like 'Blacksmith' or 'Tailor.'"

Apparently, while many players give themselves such titles, those who primarily create equipment are broadly referred to as 'Magic Crafters.'

The name seems to come from 'Mako,' the name of the production skill tree.

"My specialty is mainly iron—metals. I focus on weapons and armor, but I also do some engraving for accessories and such."

"I see…"

Since the conversation was getting a bit involved, we had moved to a tavern inside Istia. I was excited by the classic atmosphere of the place, but it turned out to be just an ordinary eatery.

Sitting at the counter and listening to her—to Kagura-san's—'sales pitch,' I fiddled with a charming wooden cup, still unable to shake my confusion.

After her lecture, I understood what she meant by a Magic Crafter, but I still didn't get why this artisan had suddenly contacted me.

"Um, why approach a newcomer like me all of a sudden?"

"*Because* you're a newcomer."

As she took a sip of her drink, she glanced at my tilted head. She let out a sigh that seemed to say, 'good grief,' then manipulated her system window to open a screen in front of me.

"Hm…? General, Questions… wait, is this—"

It was a familiar sight—in fact, it was the very forum I had just posted on. *Wait, seriously? You can access this stuff from inside the game?!*

She must have read my surprise, as Kagura-san added, "Only the officially run sites, though," which made sense.

"You posted there, didn't you? And I'm sure you know what you did, but you don't know about the uproar that followed."

"Uproar? What do you mean?"

Seeing my confusion, Kagura-san simply tapped the forum screen with her finger, as if to say, 'just look.'

It was the will of a veteran player, so I dutifully complied—

"………………What the hell, this is creepy."

—A few minutes later, I was completely put off by the lively excitement of the veteran players, who were having a field day, to put it mildly, all starting from the post I had dropped.

"Do you understand the situation now?"

"Ah… yeah, I think so. For the most part."

Well, what can I say… In conclusion, it seems there's something wrong with me. That's what it is. Every single comment on my post pointed out that abnormality.

And with that, I also understood how she had appeared.

"First of all… for the record, I'm fully clothed."

That was my first comment after grasping the situation. I spread my arms to protest being treated like a 'naked pervert,' only to receive a look from Kagura-san that one might give a fool.

"Having no equipment on is what you call being naked in a game."

"That's disrespectful to my finest outfit."

"Calling the default underwear your finest outfit… honestly…"

I earned a wry smile, as if she were completely exasperated, but it's not like I'm a nudist by choice. I'm just embodying the optimal solution according to the talent bestowed upon me by God.

"…Anyway, I get that the thread is blowing up because I dropped a bomb on it. But getting back to the topic, why does that lead to a Magic Crafter offering their exclusive services?"

"It wasn't just a bomb, it was a nuke we haven't seen in a long time… Well, part of it is an apology. I'm aware that I fueled this whole thing out of curiosity."

She was probably referring to how she had found and observed me, then posted her own thoughts. When she bowed her head and said, "My bad," I lost any will to complain. Besides, this was a classic case of 'ignorance is a crime.'

The huge commotion… and the fact that several other players, following her lead, had apparently already started looking for me, was entirely my own damn fault.

"But honestly, that's just a bonus. To tell you the truth—I simply want to make you a weapon."

"And that's… again, why?"

Seeing the genuinely amused smile on her face, it was clear that was her true motive. Naturally, my confusion only deepened…

"It might sound strange coming from me, but I'm an artisan who's in it for the fun. Unlike the types who stoically pursue high-quality items, I'm an enjoyment-oriented player who wants to create interesting things."

"Huh… okay?"

"I do guarantee a certain level of quality, though," she added with a joking laugh to my vague response.

"But a creator needs a client, you see. There aren't that many interesting requests, and even if I make something on my own, there's no one to use it—and that's where you come in."

She pointed at me out of the corner of her eye and said, looking utterly delighted.

"The requests you'll bring me sound like they'll be fun. That's the reason."

"…I see."

So, in other words, since I, on my second day, am already adopting a crazy playstyle, I'll probably bring her requests that are just as crazy… wait, this isn't exactly a compliment, is it?

"You're just having fun with this, aren't you?"

"It's a game. What's the point if you don't have fun?"

…………Hmm. That's an irrefutable argument.

"As you know, I'm a total newbie. I don't have any money or materials, so I won't be able to make any significant requests for a while, you know?"

"It's nothing to brag about, but I have a few eccentric clients, so I'm not hurting for cash. Don't you worry about it. Just bring your requests to me first when you need something, and that'll be enough."

So she just wants my business. For someone like me who's just started and has no connections, getting to know a craftsman who seems to be a fairly high-level player is an incredible opportunity.

There'd be nothing to gain from deceiving a beginner like me, and from her vibe, it's pretty clear her offer stems from goodwill—or rather, a desire for entertainment.

Honestly, I kind of like her. She's straightforward, and our back-and-forth feels direct and honest. In that case, well—

"…It's a bit late, but my name's Haru. I look forward to working with you."

Since we were in such an atmospheric tavern, instead of a handshake, I offered up my cup.

"A pleasure to have your business. I'll give you a good price."

With a charming smirk, Kagura responded in kind, and the sound of our cups clinking rang out cheerfully.
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			Given her dignified demeanor, I had a feeling, but it turns out Kagura-san really was one of the original players from the game's launch. Afterward, she took on all the baggage with a dashing, "Leave the fire-extinguishing to me," and left the tavern with a wave, without looking back.

As for me, left behind, all I could do was fall for her with a thought like, *Wow, she's so cool.* In any case, it seemed the matter was settled for now.

She mentioned something about being my backer, but it seemed she intended to keep the other veteran players who would likely try to mess with me out of curiosity in check.

Since I wanted to continue my progress at my own pace for a while longer, this was a huge help. I decided to leave it to my dependable big sis.

"And with that, I've finally left the naked tribe."

Even though player names are hidden by default, wandering around in just underwear would get me found out in no time—so we both agreed I should lie low until the heat died down.

And so, as a 'token of our new friendship,' she gave me a costume item! An item I was told I'd be better off not knowing the price of!!

"I'm already in her debt big time…"

Black leather pants and a flax-colored jacket. Described that way, it sounds plain, but this is fantasy, after all. The various belts and other overly elaborate decorations tickled my inner edgelord to the max.

It's just a fashion item with no stats, but its simple yet refined design and comfort asserted its high quality, whether I liked it or not.

It was apparently a high-end model that automatically optimized itself to the wearer's physique. It was originally a hand-me-down from Kagura-san that she no longer used, but it fit my male avatar without any issue.

"It must be expensive… In the online games I used to play, cosmetic avatars were ridiculously pricey…"

My knees start to tremble just thinking about it seriously. I'll just have to show my gratitude by making good use of it.

—Right, I can't just sit here sipping my cup forever.

I downed the rest of my drink… what was this stuff called again? Shanato Sparkling something-or-other… it was like a grape soda that was strangely bland yet had a lot of off-flavors.

The first beverage I'd ever had in a virtual world was, well, neither good nor bad.

By the way, it seems that no matter how much you eat or drink, your sense of hunger or fullness is directly reflected from your real body. It's obvious in many ways, but the feeling of my throat remaining dry even after downing a soft drink was incredibly weird.

"Alright, I'll quickly turn in my report and then log off."

I stood up from my seat, giving a cool, one-handed wave to the NPC bartender with his stylishly trimmed beard, and left the tavern after Kagura-san.

As I pushed down the pang of sadness from having my ultra-cool gesture completely ignored, my eyes caught the faint glow of a `!` mark in the corner of my vision, signifying a quest completion.

◇◆◇◆◇

"…Indeed."

The buff old man solemnly nodded after taking the ten 'Great Winged Bird's Tail Feathers' I pulled from my inventory and inspecting their condition and number.

I defeated four Glowbirds and got exactly ten feathers, so the drop rate per creature must have been random.

Man, I'm glad I had just enough. Having to go for another hike along that cliff path because I was one short would have been a real pain.

As I grimaced at the memory of that combo of restricted footing and nuisance mobs—the very embodiment of stress—the buff old guy took out the remains of the pickaxe I'd left with him.

The wooden handle, which had been snapped at the base, was gone. The dismantled metal parts were placed on the counter with a thud. The bent tip was faintly stained with 'white'—proof that some reckless fool had bared his fangs at a vastly superior foe.

"Your name, kid."

As always, his way of starting a conversation or changing topics was abrupt and clumsy… Actually, come to think of it, we hadn't even introduced ourselves. We were complete strangers making a quest contract.

"It's Haru."

"What a coincidence. I'm Halzen."

…Right, that's the buff old guy's name. What a strange coincidence to have a near-match.

"Call me what you like, Haru."

*Isn't 'buff old guy' fine? No? The mood feels too serious for that, so probably not.*

"Then how about 'Master'…"

No, I'm not kidding. Calling him 'Mr.' Halzen doesn't feel right, and I'm not used to calling someone clearly older by their name without an honorific… I'll take that nod as permission. Yep, it's decided.

"I've taken the materials. I will now forge the iron."

"Ah, yes! Thank you very much!"

I'm getting used to this creature who knows nothing of conversational context. If he'd just learn some conversational skills like using conjunctions or transitioning between topics… ah, whatever.

Being exclusively direct isn't so bad. Hooray for simplicity.

"I'll need until this time tomorrow. If you have any requests for the sword, I'll hear them."

"Requests… for starters, can you make it a straight sword?"

"That was my intention."

After all, the one I gave him and demonstrated with was a straight sword.

The category is fine, but I can't really think of any specific requests. I suppose I'd just like a sword that's easy to handle for everyday use.

"I plan on using it as my main weapon, so if you could make it easy to wield, that'd be great."

"You want it lighter?"

"Hmm… not too light… ah, the straight sword you had on display felt pretty good."

"Understood."

Just then, the quest icon began to flash. The new icon that appeared was an hourglass, indicating a waiting period—it seemed we had successfully moved to the next stage.

"Come again."

"Will do. Looking forward to it."

Well, a lot has happened… no, seriously, way too much has happened, but for now, this marks a stopping point.

My virtual body may be tireless, but the real brain controlling it certainly accumulates fatigue.

Obeying the faint sense of drowsiness clinging to me and the thirst demanding real-world hydration, my second day of adventure came to an end.

◇◆◇◆◇

"So how is it, that long-awaited virtual world?"

—At dinner. As the three of us—my parents and I—sat around the table for the first time in a day, my father asked me as he sipped his tea.

"It's amazing. Life-changingly fun."

In fact, it's like I've literally grown a second life.

"Just be careful not to neglect your other responsibilities."

"Yessir."

I received a word of caution from my mother, but it was hardly a scolding. This was a form of entertainment that basically left you bedridden in the real world, so it was obvious that thorough self-management was necessary in every sense.

"Since we have the chance, tell us about it sometimes. It's not often I get to hear my son's tales of adventure."

He laughed, saying he could brag about it to his colleagues at work.

"Let's see. Well, yesterday and today, I've taken down a mushroom monster, a wild boar the size of a truck, a giant scorpion, and a flock of birds as big as wyverns."

"…You're surprisingly aggressive, you know that?"

"Also did some no-rope bungee jumping from a cliff hundreds of meters high."

As I'd half-expected, my parents were completely taken aback by my tales of adventure, giving me looks that clearly said, *"What is this kid doing?"*

…Yeah, okay, I get the picture. I should probably tone it down from now on.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Haaaah… I'm exhausted…"

My consciousness shifted from the virtual world back to my real body, a sensation I was now completely used to. In the beginning, the sudden change in physical sensation left me feeling lethargic and fatigued, but what I felt now stemmed from a completely different source.

"I get that it's no fun when someone steals the spotlight, but…"

In the end, it took a great deal of time and effort to put out the fire, and on top of that, I got a scolding from my clan master for getting involved in trouble and using the workshop's name without permission.

My body felt heavy from the mental exhaustion. But I didn't have a single regret. My mind was filled with a long-lost sense of exhilaration, and creative ideas were bubbling up one after another.

[Haru]—a male player with a plain appearance, a rarity in Arcadia. Contrary to the impression I got from observing his combat, he seemed surprisingly polite and well-mannered when we spoke.

From his reactions and gestures, I got the feeling we might be close in age… but that doesn't really matter.

"He said he's an agility build, so a lightweight weapon for now… no, he also said that with instant manipulation, strength doesn't matter, so if he's planning on a style where he switches constantly, something with a heavy hit might be better…? But with the inventory capacity issue, maybe an expansion accessory first… do we have any 'Wind-Reading Butterfly Crystalfeathers' in stock?"

Honestly, I wasn't that interested in his personality. As I told him myself, as long as I could make something interesting, I had no other desires.

Now, what kind of request would he bring me? Yearning for this newfound source of fun, she allowed her lips to curl into a smile.
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			"Let's get this third day started!"

The day after my string of encounters with a blacksmith, a mystery boss, and a Magic Crafter. I must have been pretty tired, because I ended up sleeping in until noon, so I logged in after finishing lunch.

Now, what to start with today? The thing I'm most curious about is, of course, the quest weapon, but it's still too early to go see the master.

In that case, I guess I'll just continue on with my progression… ah, no, maybe I should get my affairs in order first. Yesterday, I really just charged ahead on pure tension and momentum, so I haven't properly checked the details of the skills I acquired or evolved.

…Wait a minute, my stat points. I haven't touched them since I allocated them after the scorpion fight. Okay, I know what I need to do.

Guess I'll head out to one of the fields I've already been to and get my body moving… a plains, a labyrinth, and a cliff. Looks like I've only got one real choice, huh?

◇◆◇◆◇

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇

Name: Haru | Lv: 33 (100)

STR (Strength): 30

AGI (Agility): 130

DEX (Dexterity): 100

VIT (Vitality): 5

MID (Mind): 5

LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skills◇

・All-Weapon Proficiency

《Quick Change》

《Weapon Darts》

・Embodied Protection (New!)

・Heavy Attack Manipulator (New!)

・Accel Tempo

・Boar's Heart

・Acrobatics

・Jumble Step (Up!)

・Carry Running

――――――――――――――――――

"???"

In the [Plains of the Horizon], which already felt nostalgic after the dense adventures I'd had in between, I opened my status screen and tilted my head at some of the numbers.

The number of status points I'd gained didn't match my level increase. Last time, I was level 28 and had used all my points, so after leveling up five times, I should have 50 points to spend, but…?

"A quest completion reward…? No, that can't be it. Five levels' worth for completing one quest is way too much."

I have no idea. For now, I'll just assume there are other ways to get points besides leveling up. I'll look it up later.

Now for the new skills… `Jumble Step` is the evolution of Jump Maneuver. It used to assist with jumping actions and stabilize my avatar's movements, but now it seems to have gained the effect of increasing my acceleration during jumps as well.

"Godly."

Next, `Heavy Attack Manipulator`—wait, seriously? It increases attack power when using weapons that I don't meet the strength requirement for… this skill is practically made for me.

"Godly."

Last is `Embodied Protection`. This skill is—

"…………? …, ………………???"

`Embodied Protection`—Provides a correction for difficult-to-achieve phenomena.

"What a mystery."

I have no clue what that means. What kind of correction does it apply? Is it some kind of protagonist plot armor? I'll have to put this one on the back burner and look it up later, too.

Anyway, skills aside, it's time to allocate my stat points…

"Well, at this point, I have no hesitation."

Yesterday's battle confirmed it. I don't need STR right now. What I need is mobility to land my heavy-hitting switch attacks—AGI is the only choice.

What about durability (VIT)? Pumping AGI directly translates to evasion, which is basically a form of durability, right?

"If I hit a wall, I'll cry about it then."

Having made up my mind, I started pouring in the points. I was about to go all-in on agility as my desires dictated—but I stopped my finger just short.

I'd completely forgotten. I'm currently compensating for my AGI with my `Acrobatics` skill to control my high-speed movements, but I still haven't figured out to what extent that assistance is effective.

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇

Name: Haru | Lv: 33 (20)

STR (Strength): 30

AGI (Agility): 130 ⇒ 210

DEX (Dexterity): 100

VIT (Vitality): 5

MID (Mind): 5

LUC (Luck): 10

◇Skills◇

・All-Weapon Proficiency

《Quick Change》

《Weapon Darts》

・Embodied Protection

・Heavy Attack Manipulator

・Accel Tempo

・Boar's Heart

・Acrobatics

・Jumble Step

・Carry Running

――――――――――――――――――

Well, I went a little over, but that's roughly double the previous value. Before getting `Acrobatics`, I needed an equal amount of DEX to control my AGI, but…

"Alright, let's see… whoa!?!"

The moment I pushed off the ground to test it, my body shot forward with more acceleration than I could have imagined, and I let out a yelp.

I felt like I was going around 70 km/h—and that was from a single step. Of course I'd be freaked out. This was completely unexpected…!

What was meant to be a run had turned into a leap. I instantly tried to brake, landing and tearing up a huge chunk of dirt.

…Come to think of it, in terms of numbers, my speed just increased by fifty percent. And since I messed up the push-off and it became a jump, the acceleration bonus from `Jumble Step` must have kicked in. Of course this would happen.

"I'm nicely starting to shed my humanity…"

I love it. This is getting way more fun.

I did a few shuttle runs, kicking away some [Fool Boars] that came to pick a fight while I got a feel for my body's maneuverability.

My conclusion was that at the current values, my AGI was probably a bit excessive, pushing past the correction from `Acrobatics`.

That would mean the correction from `Acrobatics` is either a multiplier of DEX x2 or a fixed bonus of 100… A multiplier would be too strong, so it's most likely a fixed value.

In that case, I'll have to start putting points into DEX again… but I have some other ideas, so I'll hold off for a bit.

"In the end, it's just an aid for movement accuracy, so… yah!"

Since it's flat ground, I can't do any wall kicks, but that's no problem. I used weapon-stepping to bounce around freely, thinking as I tried to rein in my agility, which was just starting its rebellious phase.

Yeah, it's not impossible to control. I sometimes mess up my body control and almost crash into the ground, but if I force it, I can manage somehow.

"Alright, I'll stick with this for a while."

I'll get used to it gradually, holding onto a few points for now. Once I feel I've completely mastered the current AGI-to-DEX ratio, I'll add more to AGI—just as I felt a familiar vibration under my feet.

"Uh oh, did I make too much noise—whoa!"

You're too slow, you damn pig. This is me, Ver. 1.1, with the sky as my new stage! A surprise attack from below is no longer a threat!

"Bring it on! I'll use you as a punching bag for my test run!!"

After encountering it for the third time, its imposing figure was a familiar sight. I kicked off a great axe I deployed mid-air and mercilessly slammed a flying kick into the snout with its massive, twisted tusks.

—Incidentally, exactly ten seconds later, I misjudged my movements, slipped, and was promptly trampled to death where I fell.
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			Express to the Cliff Bottom

			"—Oh?"

As I respawned, nursing the heartache from my pathetic death immediately after talking so much trash, an unfamiliar *ping* echoed in my ears.

At the same time, a simple mail icon popped up in the corner of my vision.

It seemed I'd received a message, but since you need to be friends with someone to use the mail function in Arcadia, I only had two possible candidates.

Either Sora or Kagura-san—this time, it was the former.

The message was, in short, an 'invitation,' but the wording was strangely stilted and formal… It was written in a way that made the girl's hesitation painfully clear.

"Hmm…"

Alright then… I'll just have to swiftly abduct her and show her that I'm the kind of person you don't need to be reserved with.

"And so, welcome to the sheer cliff!!"

"What do you mean, 'and so'?!"

After locating and securing my target, who was shopping at an NPC store, using the friend tracking function, I extended a no-nonsense, non-stop invitation to the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge].

She must have been waiting for my reply. Sora, who had been engrossed in her shopping with a somewhat restless air, was subjected to the experience of being whisked away without warning. After a sequence of screaming, confusion, and panic, she now seemed to be harboring the 'furious' status effect.

"I received a rather formal message, so I figured I'd demonstrate through my actions that there's no need to be reserved with a guy like me."

"I-It's not that I was being reserved… I've just never contacted a boy like that before, so I was a little nervous, that's all…"

I stated my reason with a slightly smug look, only to receive an unexpectedly cute reply. As I fumbled for a response, Sora sulkily turned her head away and mumbled, "Please put me down."

"Ah, yeah, my bad."

I'd been carrying her princess-style to reduce the criminality of the abduction scenario, but she was blushing, clearly embarrassed, so I set her down.

"Honestly…"

Oh my, her glaring eyes are quite adorable.

As I scratched my cheek, belatedly thinking, *Did I go too far?*, and averted my gaze, Sora's eyes widened as if she'd just noticed something.

"By the way, Haru-san, that outfit…"

Well, that's a natural reaction. A guy who'd been running around in a barbaric fashion with default underwear, not even showing a hint of wearing armor, suddenly shows up the next day dressed in stylish clothes. It's no wonder she's surprised.

"Ah, this, well… you see, for one reason or another, I got it as a gift."

"A gift…? Huh? But I heard that costume items are very expensive."

"Yeah, well, you know, for one reason or another."

If I were to honestly confess that I'd casually posted on the question board and caused a huge uproar, I knew I'd get a look that said, *This guy again?*

I'll introduce her to Kagura-san when the time is right, but for now, I'll just brush it off.

"Well, it's purely a cosmetic item, so my defense is still zero."

"That's not something to say so proudly… Um, Haru-san, have you cleared this area already?"

As she asked her next question, my mind was occupied with something else. Namely, the existence of the creature that dwells *below*.

A quick search revealed it was a rather famous case, one of the few un-cleared pieces of content in the game. It was possible that the diligent Sora already knew about it.

"Sora, you don't look up strategy information or anything, right?"

"? Um, that's right. I try not to look up things like map information or what kind of monsters are there."

Her preliminary knowledge apparently consisted of system mechanics, the general state of the world of Arcadia, and useful tips for beginners—basically, the kind of 'public knowledge' that was widely known.

My own encounter with it was quite spectacular—and idiotic—so if this was her first time, I really wanted her to experience that same feeling of having her common sense shattered.

So, I'd keep the spoilers to myself and just arrange an audience for her.

"…About this area, there's actually a hidden route. Well, less a route and more of a hidden area? Like a secret region."

Sora may have the outward appearance and demeanor of a classic, prim and proper young lady, but she's actually quite curious.

Which means, if I pique her interest like this—

"A hidden area!"

—she'd take the bait in a second with sparkling eyes, just like that.

"Exactly. But the gimmick at the end is a little tough for us to break through right now, or to be honest, we'll definitely die and have to respawn, but…"

Naturally, there's a death penalty. Since there's something to lose, I have to explain the risks—but she's already looking at me with those sparkling eyes as if to say, *So what?*

"You're too easy…"

I'm a little worried about you, kid. I sincerely hope you're a bit more cautious in the real world.

"Excuse me?"

"Oh, nothing. So, I can show you the way if you want. Care to go?"

"I'd love to!"

Okay, one VIP tour coming right up. How do we get there? Well, to reach an area at the bottom of a sheer cliff, there's only one way, right?

"Then if I may have your hand… no, your entire body."

"Huh…? W-Wait, hold on…?!"

I took the hand of the sparkling-eyed, excitement-radiating Sora, and then swept her up into my arms.

I'm getting pretty used to carrying a girl around by now. It's a princess-carry with ease—actually, no, it's tough without both hands free.

"H-Haru-san…! Please stop picking me up so suddenly—"

"Sorry, Sora, I need a hand free. Could you hold on tight? Not tight enough to choke me out, though."

"Choke you… I-I wouldn't do that! No, that's not what I mean—"

"Alright, let's go! Your personal tour is departing!"

"—?! W-Wait, please wait…! The cliff, that way is the cliff, Haru-san. Haru-san…? Haru-san…?!"

Look, scary things are even scarier when you have time to brace yourself for them, right?

If a terrifying experience comes at an unexpected moment, you're more surprised than scared, and it's over before you know it. This is me being considerate.

"Sora."

"Y-Yes…!"

I stopped at the edge of the cliff and called out to her with an expression as casual as if I were about to go for a walk. The girl looked up at me, her eyes filled with terror.

"You said it yesterday, didn't you? That people can't fly—allow me to present a counter-example."

"………………"

—A face that said, *What is this person talking about?*

—A face that said, *I don't want to understand what you're saying.*

—A face that pleaded, *Please, I'm begging you, reconsider.*

—A tragic face, like that of a victim pleading for mercy from a vicious criminal about to commit a heinous act.

"In other words… if you don't hold on tight, things could get ugly, you know?"

"W-Wait…! Wai—Noooooooaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhh!!!!??"

Me, stepping off the cliff with a smile.

Sora, screaming her lungs out.

Gravity, doing its job.

And the howling, roaring wind.

At the cost of Sora's sanity and my eardrums, pierced by her point-blank screams, the two shadows vanished into the pathless mist.
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			The Invincible Concept of an Innocent Beauty

			"The next time you do something like that, I'll start to hate you."

"I deeply regret my actions, yes, ma'am."

After landing at the bottom of the cliff without a scratch by making full use of my weapon-stepping, I was, as expected, treated to a lecture from Sora-san while sitting in seiza.

Since I was the perpetrator, there was nothing to be done. I had resigned myself to being a groveling apology bot, and after finally being granted a pardon, I rose to my feet.

"Good grief… Still, this fog is incredible."

It was the same as when I visited yesterday, an unusually dense fog where you couldn't see more than a few dozen centimeters ahead. Seeing it for the first time, Sora was on high alert, her eyes scanning the surroundings.

And since she had just been scolding me, she was still putting on an 'I'm angry' face, but it seemed her anxiety was winning out, as she refused to move far from my side.

"There shouldn't be any enemies, so you can relax for now. But like I said before, the final destination is dangerous, so I need you to be prepared."

"I-I understand…"

She shrank back, her eyes darting around nervously like a small animal. I watched her with an amused smile and started walking to lead the way, and Sora quickly scrambled to follow.

"It's amazing you found a place like this…"

"Less 'found' and more 'got completely lost.' I fell off the cliff and struggled out of desperation, and it just so happened to work out."

"…Well, I suppose if you can fly, or rather, jump through the air, it would work out somehow."

Unfortunately, I hadn't yet learned mid-air maneuvering at that time, but confessing to even more reckless feats would only earn me a blank stare. Not that it would be much different from the look I'm already getting, which seems to say she's looking at something strange.

"I don't think I'll understand even if you explain, but… how in the world are you jumping like that?"

"Ah, well… to put it simply, by taking advantage of the momentary coordinate lock on an object that occurs right after a weapon switch with Quick Change—"

Along the way, I explained the mechanics of my mid-air jumps to a skeptical Sora, who kept shooting me sideways glances—

"Oh, I know about that. It's the growth weapon quest that all players experience, right?"

"Huh, so it's famous… wait, hold on, a growth weapon? What's that? That old man never once mentioned—"

As I was explaining the details of my current quest, Sora provided me with some new information—

"………………"

"…Look, it was an accident. I had no idea I was doing something so out of the ordinary."

I let my mouth slip and ended up being forced to confess the whole story of the 'Forum Flame Incident,' earning me an indescribable expression—

—And so, about ten-odd minutes later, we returned to the city safely.

………………Huh? Oh, yeah, that's right. We came back in one piece. Well, maybe 'respawned' is more accurate than 'came back'—

"—Haru-san! Haru-san!! What was that, what was that!! It was so big! It was white and it was big!! Amazing, it was a dragon, it was so amazing and awesome!!!"

…Yeah, what is this? This kid's bugged out in a way I didn't expect.

After that, as planned, Sora and I had our first encounter with that thing—the *Tsarkalv of the White Throne*—but ever since, Sora-san's excitement has been completely off the charts.

Of course, we were both obliterated and respawned, but it seems her sense of elation hasn't faded even after her virtual body was crushed to bits.

Since that thing's appearance is rather biologically horrifying, I expected her to be scared or frantic, followed by a lecture. I never imagined I'd get this kind of reaction.

"Uh… S-Sora-san. Please calm down a bit."

We were at the fountain plaza, the default starting point, so of course, there were a lot of people around.

If it were 'me, respawning alone, spewing curses about my cause of death,' I'd only attract a momentary glance at best. But when it's a beautiful girl avatar with a beautiful girl's voice getting all worked up and excited, it's a different story.

—We're being watched. A lot.

Also, Sora-san, isn't your sense of personal space bugged? When she gets excited, this girl gets really worked up and way too close.

"I know what that is! I knew it!! That! That's a Colored Monster!! One of the most famous pieces of endgame content in all of Arcadia—"

"Okay, okay, that's enough, miss, please come this way. We're in public, you know, let's move somewhere else."

It's not that I'm a shy boy who can't handle being looked at. It's just that Kagura-san warned me to keep a low profile for a while, so the timing is simply bad.

It's definitely not because I felt a sense of danger from the male players who were looking at me with faces that looked like they were about to flip me off, but I hurriedly led the still-hyper Sora away from the plaza.

◇◆◇◆◇

"……………………I'm sorry you had to see that unsightly display."

"Nah, compared to me, you're fine, relatively speaking."

Compared to the guy who bugs out every time he fights, she's perfectly normal.

And so, we found ourselves back on the cliff road. Having regained her composure in the beginner area, devoid of other players, Sora was now huddled up, looking away to hide her embarrassment.

No matter what a beautiful girl does, it's never unsightly, only cute, but there's no point in explaining such universal truths to her.

"Come on, let's pull ourselves together and get back to clearing the area."

"Ugh…"

Putting aside the boss battle, the path here is a playground for ranged attackers. I'll have her take the main attacker role with her bow to her heart's content and make her forget all about her embarrassment.

I'll seal away my mid-air maneuvers and dedicate myself to being her tank and guard—though my durability is still at base level. A fragile body that will crumble with a single touch, at your service.

Clutching her shortbow and steeling herself with a "Right," I set out onto the cliff path for the second time to escort my cute partner.
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			A Proposal for a Sulking Girl

			"Ugh… that was just awful…"

"There, there. A standard party in Arcadia has six members, right? It's no surprise we struggled when we challenged it with less than half that number."

About two hours after we'd set out to conquer the [Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge], we were back in the Istia district. Though we had ultimately returned triumphant after a respectable fight, Sora was completely exhausted, having been tossed around and defeated by the flock of Great Winged Birds.

Here in a corner of the tavern that was becoming our regular spot since Kagura-san first showed it to us, the girl sitting beside me had slumped weakly over the counter.

On top of that, even though we'd managed to clinch victory in the end, she seemed rather displeased that I was able to offer support with a cool expression after our tough battle.

"I've pretty much given up at this point… but Haru-san, you're a fraud. No beginner is like you."

"My, you're making me blush."

"I'm complimenting you, but I'm not complimenting you."

As I suspected, it seemed the number of those things that appeared was proportional to the number of challengers. This time, four appeared at the start, but two more were added over time, eventually turning the battlefield into a hellscape with a total of eight of them dancing wildly in the air.

I had sealed away my monstrous hammer and played the role of an evasion tank, holding back on my attacks. But the sight of me dancing for several tens of minutes in a kill zone where one wrong step would have gotten me pecked to death… well, even I have to admit it was pretty insane.

If someone showed me a recording from a third-person perspective, I doubt they'd think I was a beginner who had just started three days ago.

"I want to fight on the front lines a little, too. It's not fair…"

She glanced at the shortbow slung over her shoulder and sighed wistfully. Her sullen, pouting expression was quite a sight to behold, but I was beginning to understand that her sadness was genuine, so it was hard to tease her about it.

Sora had been surprisingly eager to fight since we first met, but the close-quarters combat she longed for… was unfortunately on hold. She had a fatal habit of closing her eyes when she swung a weapon at point-blank range, a habit she just couldn't break.

I could tell she had halfway given up on it herself, judging by the way she was obediently investing her status points into a magic-based build…

"…Hmm."

I watched Sora from the side as I sipped my drink—which still didn't quench any thirst. She was still sulking slightly, her gaze fixed on the contents of the glass she held. My mind began to turn.

From my perspective, I think it’s best to just cut your losses on a path you're not suited for and charge down one where you have room to grow. But I understand that not everyone can make such a clean break.

Besides, Arcadia is a game. It's entertainment. No one's going to blame you for abandoning your strengths to work on your weaknesses.

If I had to point out a problem, it might be the trouble it could cause teammates during party play, but right now, I'm the only one in that position.

So, well, when it comes down to it…

"—Sora, could I see your current status for a second?"

If *I* was okay with it, then there was no one around to object.

When I finally spoke up, Sora, who had been making a strange face at what was likely her first experience with a virtual beverage, tilted her head slightly before obediently saying, "Of course," and making her status visible.

In games like this, a player's personal stats are usually treated as important information. Was this a sign of her trust in me as a partner, or simply the carelessness of a beginner? I'll choose to believe the former.

Now then, her freshly unveiled status screen showed—

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇ Name: Sora Lv: 27

STR: 40

AGI: 40

DEX: 40

VIT: 50

MID: 100

LUC: 50

◇Skill◇

・Light Magic Aptitude

[Heal Light]

・Shortbow Aptitude

・Archer's Calm Breath

・[Spectate Ale]

・[Observing Eye]

・Healer's Precept

――――――――――――――――――

"…Hmm."

I scanned it from top to bottom for a few dozen seconds. Watching me study the window, Sora seemed a bit tense, as if she were being graded on something.

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇ Name: Haru Lv: 35 (10)

STR: 30

AGI: 230

DEX: 110

VIT: 5

MID: 5

LUC: 10

◇Skill◇

・All-Weapon Aptitude

[Quick Change]

[Weapon Dart]

・Embodied Protection

・Heavy Attack Manipulator

・Accel Tempo

・Boar's Heart

・Acrobatics

・Jumble Step

・Carry Running

――――――――――――――――――

For reference, this is my current status. She probably had no idea that I was inwardly drowning in a storm of self-deprecation, thinking, *Wow, my stats are so unbalanced it's hilarious.*

Yeah, no, her stat distribution was a model of good sense. Very respectable. This game, unusually for an MMO, generally recommends a balanced build.

Anyway, her high MID was due to her magic focus, but since we were still in the early stages, it was reversible. The MID stat also affects magic resistance, so it was recommended even for non-pure mages.

"Sora, I know we're a little ways in already, but—you want to try aiming for a switch to melee?"

"……………………Huh?"

Though she had been sulking, she had, in reality, all but given up on the matter. My proposal, which must have seemed completely out of the blue to her, made her amber eyes widen in surprise.

"B-but… But I, my habit…"

"Well, it'll definitely be a challenge, but if we train relentlessly, I'm sure you can fix it, right? It's not like there's some psychological reason for it; it's just an unconscious habit, isn't it?"

That's what she'd told me, and since there was no reason to lie about it, it had to be true.

"That's true, but…"

We had tried training a few times before to no avail, so it was understandable she lacked confidence. But that wasn't a reason to give up.

"I'm just here to help, so you can decide, Sora. It's a simple question of whether you want to try it or not."

I swirled the cup to prompt her. Sora opened and closed her mouth, looked up and then down, and after a good thirty seconds of deliberation…

"…………I want… to try my best."

I nodded at her reply, drained the contents of my cup, and stood up with a surge of energy.

"Alright, let's go. As the one who started this, I claim the right and responsibility to see you through this, no matter what."

I purposefully rattled on, cutting Sora off before she could say anything, and tossed the payment for two to the owner behind the counter as I extended my hand.

…Whoa, a nice catch without even looking. Just like a fantasy world, never lets you down.

"Sora-san, did you see that? Arcadia really delivers on all the classic tropes—oh, and you can skip the whole 'you don't have to pay for me' part. We've been through that enough, right?"

"…………Honestly."

After a moment of an indescribable expression, a troubled smile broke across Sora's face, and she timidly raised her hand. Taking that as permission, I took it in mine. I then led her out of the tavern and headed straight for the transfer gate.

—Yeah, look. Even I get embarrassed when I do something so obviously cheesy.

What demand is there for the blushing face of an average-looking guy? I kept walking ahead of Sora, feigning composure while carrying a sense of shame that not even a dog would touch.

We both pretended not to notice the vaguely sweet and awkward atmosphere hanging between us.
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			Training Begins

			"—Ahem… r-right then! Shall we begin the training, then!"

My voice cracked on the first word. Witnessing my complete lack of grace, Sora gave me a lukewarm look. The fact that my cool-guy routine never lasts is proof of my average-guyness—hey, don't just stand there smiling.

Why did you look so reluctant to let go when I released your hand? Are you not aware of the scientifically proven fact that such an expression on a beautiful girl is a lethal weapon?

"You've toyed with my heart. This training will be spartan."

"Why?!"

Please come back after you've studied the psychological effects a beautiful girl's words and actions have on a man—okay. Silly thoughts really are the best medicine for calming the mind.

"Jokes aside, I think the only way forward is through practical application."

"Ugh… practical application, you say?"

We had made our way to the ever-convenient flatland, the [Plains of the Horizon]. Sora's gaze fell on the boars strutting about, and her expression clouded with anxiety.

Well, if we used them for practice, the moment she closed her eyes and swung her sword, she'd be sent flying. That was a certainty.

"No, I don't plan on letting those idiots be your instructors. We'll do this one-on-one."

As I said that, I summoned a straight sword. Watching me, Sora's anxious expression—huh? Why did the anxiety just get worse?

"Um… with you, Haru-san?"

Huh? How should I interpret that slightly reluctant tone?

"…Is there a problem?"

"I'd rather not be sliced into tiny pieces…"

What on earth does she think I am? I don't know what kind of face I was making, but seeing me freeze, Sora let out a small chuckle—you were teasing me, weren't you?

"…Ahem. In short, the plan is for you to just keep attacking me."

"Heehee, I'm sorry."

Sora was clearly pleased with herself, as if her little comeback was a success. As she gets more comfortable with me, isn't her combat power increasing? She's supposed to be my junior. Am I going to be okay?

I turned away from her smile, which was a bit too radiant, and twirled the straight sword before offering the hilt to her. Sora timidly accepted the blade, cradling the unfamiliar weapon in both hands as she tilted her head.

"Will it be okay if I attack you… Oh, right. It will be. There's no way I'd hit you."

That wasn't a nuance about her not being able to hit, was it? It was because it's *me* that she won't hit, right?

And it wasn't born out of trust or affection, but rather a hint of exasperation and resignation.

…Heh, so this is what I get for my usual antics.

"Um, what's with that expression?"

"Oh, just thinking about how you're gradually getting the hang of dealing with me…"

"…?"

Never mind.

"W-well, that's the gist of it. It'll double as evasion practice for me, so it's two birds with one stone."

"I doubt you need any evasion practice at this point, Haru-san…"

Sora smiled wryly, likely recalling the wild performance I'd put on against the flock of Great Winged Birds. She gave her head a small shake as if to clear her mind and, with still-clumsy movements, raised the straight sword.

Even with her small, girlish avatar, her STR stat was higher than mine. Combined with her well-rounded agility and dexterity, she was more than superhuman by real-world standards.

There was no reason she shouldn't be able to swing a single sword.

"Um, so… my stance, and…"

"Hmm, I'm self-taught and an amateur myself, so I can't say for sure… but if I had to say something, relax a little more. Just enough so you don't lose your grip, and then tense up the moment you swing through. How about that?"

I've never seriously looked into how to swing a sword, but after eighteen years of being a guy, I've picked up a thing or two. I can at least offer some basic, compulsory-level advice.

"Like this?"

"Okay. Try swinging it like that… maybe be a bit more conscious of the follow-through? It looks like the sword is pulling you around at the end."

"I-I see. …Hah!"

Before she started her actual swings, I gave her a lecture on the fundamental body mechanics. …She doesn't have a problem when she's just doing practice swings. The issue is definitely whether or not there's an opponent in front of her.

"Hah… hup… So, how was that?"

"Yeah, not bad at all."

This girl, as it turns out, is not unathletic. I still had some lingering preconceptions, imagining her as somewhat clumsy, if not completely uncoordinated… but in reality, her running form is quite beautiful.

Her swordplay was perfectly watchable—no, in fact, a blonde, beautiful swordswoman makes for an incredible picture. For some reason, my own motivation started to rise… Anyway, her swing was fine.

"Alright, let's begin. I'll be sure to dodge, so don't hold back."

"R-right, thank you for your help…!"

And with that one polite bow as a signal, Sora's special training began.

◇◆◇◆◇

"—Well, I guess things don't get resolved in a few panels like in a manga…"

When I opened my eyes, I was greeted by the increasingly familiar canopy of [Arcadia].

Lately, the intense sense of disconnect from my physical body after logging out has started to fade, which is a relief. I can safely say my adaptation to virtual reality is proceeding smoothly… but the off-the-books quest I'm currently working on has hit a snag.

"I thought if we could just get rid of her habit of closing her eyes, things would work out…"

—Three days had passed since we began Sora's training to transition to a frontline role.

At first, things went smoothly… or rather, the habit that was supposed to be her biggest obstacle was overcome in just over an hour on the first day.

It seems that when people truly commit to something, they can manage to pull it off. I got my hopes up, thinking this was it, a surprisingly quick resolution—

"But who would've thought she wouldn't gain a single skill after three days…"

With Sora having met the bare minimum requirements for melee combat, we started her off on the front lines, retracing our steps from the boar plains and continuing her training.

Three days might have passed, but Sora can't play all day like I can. Her daily login time averages about four hours, which is about six hours in Arcadia time.

Even so, she spent roughly eighteen hours of real time on this adventure, swinging her sword nonstop… but nothing. No sprout, no growth, no acquisition.

Not even the aptitude tree, which is supposed to be relatively easy to obtain—something you can get on the same day just by using the corresponding weapon type for a while—refused to appear.

As the one who grandly declared I'd stick with her through thick and thin, I feel incredibly awkward, but the way she herself has fallen into despair is truly painful to watch.

From Sora's perspective, it's as if the system itself is telling her, "You're not cut out for this." When we parted ways today, the light was almost completely gone from her eyes.

—I'll probably never forget the look on Sora's face when a skill for the shortbow tree, a weapon she wasn't even using, popped up, as if to say, *Just go back to your real job already.*

Who was it that said a beautiful girl is beautiful no matter what she does? …No, when they're genuinely angry, it's actually terrifying. I never knew a person could have such cold eyes. If that gaze were ever directed at me, it'd be an instant kill.

"Haaah…"

I sighed, wondering what to do, as I lifted my body out of the [Arcadia] machine.

Seeing her dejected expression as she logged out, I figured it was about time I offered some emotional support. I have a responsibility since I was the one who fired her up—I wonder if the internet has any insights on how to comfort a woman (whose real-life information is unknown)…

Drawn by the smell of dinner, I left my room, my mind preoccupied with how to acquire a skill I'd never needed in my life of part-time jobs.

◇◆◇◆◇

"Is something the matter, Young Lady? If you keep making such a sour face, that lovely face of yours will be… well, it's still lovely, though, isn't it?"

"…………"

"Oh my, this seems rather serious."

She was so down that she completely ignored the customary rebuke for being called 'Young Lady.' Or perhaps it wasn't ignoring so much as her mind being elsewhere; she'd been like this ever since dinner preparations began.

She started to lose her spirit about three days ago, a stark contrast to the sheer excitement she'd shown just a few days prior when she first started Arcadia.

"What is it, Sora? Is something bothering you?"

Dropping the teasing tone, Itsuki asked again. This time, she managed to get her attention, as Sora's gaze turned towards her.

"…………It seems I have no talent."

Talent? Wondering what kind of talent she meant, Itsuki asked her directly—

"Talent with a sword…"

With a sorrowful expression, the young lady whom Itsuki adored made her declaration.

For a moment, Itsuki almost laughed, wondering if this girl was from some medieval or fantasy world, but she was sharp enough to guess it was about the game.

"I see, a sword… It's true, I can't quite picture you fighting with one, Sora."

"…The game told me the same thing."

Itsuki didn't quite understand what she meant, but it was clear that she had hit a wall and was feeling down.

"Hmm… In that case, why don't you try relying on that knight everyone's talking about?"

"Haru-san has already spent three days with me… I'm taking up his time, and I have nothing to show for it…"

Oops, it seemed she had stepped on another landmine. And this Haru person, who was apparently always with her, seemed to have earned her deep trust. Just what kind of person was he?

It wasn't as if she could get her own [Arcadia] machine and join them, so the fact that she couldn't see his character for herself was a little frustrating.

"I don't know much about games, but it's a game, isn't it? You lose out if you don't have fun."

"I know, but… Haru-san went to the trouble of encouraging me…"

It was rare for this girl to be so openly dejected. Knowing Sora's personality, it wasn't her own lack of progress that was bothering her, but the fact that she was inconveniencing someone as a result.

"Haru-san is a man, isn't he? In that case, you should just burden him as much as you want. He might even think it's a perk of the job, being relied on by such a cute girl."

"There you go saying strange things again… Both Haru-san and I are in our avatars. It's not about appearances."

"Oh, but you haven't changed your face or anything, have you?"

"I-I wouldn't tell him something like that! It's bad manners to disclose real-life information carelessly in Arcadia!"

Itsuki only had a general knowledge of Arcadia as a form of entertainment, but it seemed to have all sorts of rules. For a virtual reality indistinguishable from the real world, that was only natural.

"If it's too difficult, why not try something else? You're in a fantasy world, after all. What about magic?"

"…In the virtual world, I wanted to move my body to my heart's content. Because in reality, I'm… *like this*."

Sora gestured to herself, expressing her frustration. She was born with a frail constitution and had been forbidden from strenuous exercise, unable to even participate fully in her school's physical education classes.

She had excellent natural athletic sense, and contrary to her gentle appearance, she loved to move her body. Knowing this, Itsuki felt sorry for her, but to think that even a game would brand her as unsuitable was another matter entirely.

It was more than just unfortunate; Itsuki couldn't help but feel a deep sense of sympathy for her young lady, who seemed to have drawn the short straw in so many ways.

In the end, there was little Itsuki, who knew nothing about Arcadia, could do besides listen to her laments and complaints.

Under Itsuki's pitying gaze, Sora spent the rest of the evening being comforted by her maid and older-sister figure, her face never once brightening.
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			Racing Across the Sand Plains, Gazing into the Distance

			"Right then…"

Today marks exactly one week since my Arcadia debut. Although I'm saddled with a task with no clear end in sight, I'm personally starting to feel quite accustomed to the virtual world.

The current time is just before four in the morning. I woke up suddenly and decided to move from my bed to my [Arcadia] rig to get a second round of sleep, but… as expected of an online game, there are a fair number of players around even at this hour.

I haven't changed any settings, so I'm in the plaza that serves as the familiar login and respawn point. Leaning against the edge of the landmark fountain, I'm having a staring contest with my status screen.

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇ Name: Haru Lv: 44 (10)

STR: 30

AGI: 280

DEX: 150

VIT: 5

MID: 5

LUC: 10

◇Skill◇

・All-Weapon Aptitude

[Quick Change]

[Piercing Dart]

・Embodied Protection

・Heavy Attack Manipulator

・Accel Tempo

・Boar's Heart

・Acrobatics

・Jumble Step

・Carry Running

――――――――――――――――――

My leveling pace has slowed a bit after hitting 40, but it's still brisk. My stats are growing steadily—or rather, my AGI has completely transcended human limits and is now in the realm of monsters.

From my research, the recommended AGI for the popular light warrior build is around 200. That means that at less than half the level cap of 100, I've already soared past that mark with ease.

Apparently, the currently fastest light warrior—a dagger user by the name of Hayagake, I think—has a public status of 350 AGI. If I dump my saved points, I'll catch up to him in just six more levels.

I've learned that you can get status points outside of leveling up (the mysterious points from before were a bonus for encountering the 'White Throne'), but the base amount is still 1000 points from 10 points per 100 levels.

Furthermore, if you're going to invest in AGI, you need a corresponding amount in DEX. Without the Acrobatics-type skills, that alone would eat up as much as seventy percent of your points… Considering that, it makes sense that this is about as fast as one can get.

So, what does all that speed actually get you? Well, just imagine one of those super-fast fight scenes you see in anime. The kind where you have to watch a slow-motion, frame-by-frame replay on a video site just to figure out what's happening—that's exactly the level I'm talking about.

My top speed during a full sprint easily surpasses a sports car. From the moment I start, the surrounding scenery blurs into lines, and my tiny 60kg body kicks up a gale-force wind as a matter of course.

To be honest, I'm already reaching my limit. And by limit, I mean my reaction time can't keep up with my own speed. No matter how fast my body accelerates, my thought speed remains normal… In other words, the software can't keep up with the hardware.

I've heard that a ridiculous thing called a 'Thought Acceleration Skill' exists, but a quick glance told me it's impossible to obtain through targeted effort, so I can't rely on it as a solution.

It doesn't have a thought acceleration effect, but man, am I envious of Sora's [Observing Eye]… It's a long-range exclusive, so it'd be useless to me, but if a close-range version exists, I'd give anything for it.

I don't know if Sora-san is aware of this, but [Observing Eye] isn't listed in the strategy site's database—which means, unless there are others who are keeping it secret, it's a unique skill only she possesses.

Her [Spectate Ale] turned out to be unique, too. Just who is that girl?

Feeling jealous, I looked up my own skills, but every single one of them was already known. I had a sliver of hope for the mysterious [Embodied Protection], but while the acquisition conditions are unconfirmed, it seems multiple people have it.

Well, if unique skills were that easy to come by, it would make the 'unique' part a joke, right? No, I'm not, I'm not bitter at all, not one bit…

"Haaah… Time to grind some levels."

The best way to deal with things that might kill my motivation is to just ignore them. It's not like I need a unique skill anyway; my build itself is already on the fast track to becoming a rare specimen. I'll just shut out the noise and keep running.

◇◆◇◆◇

—The fourth area, the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern], could be described in a single phrase as a "stupidly huge circular dome (of sand)."

It's a massive, perfectly round cavern where all the walls and the ceiling are made of sandstone. There are no obstacles to serve as partitions, allowing for a clear view from one end of the area to the other.

I've never seen a real desert, so I can't be sure, but I imagine it's something like this. The entire ground is soft sand, making it impossible to get a firm footing. It's a tricky environment where anyone with mediocre agility will have their legs mercilessly stolen from them.

This ridiculously simple layout of the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] has, of course, a notable peculiarity—its size.

It's so vast that trying to compare it to anything feels absurd. I've heard that it takes an agility-focused player half a day to run a full circle along the outer wall. In fact, it takes several hours just to reach the wall from the initial spawn point. The scale is just insane.

"As always, the sense of perspective has completely clocked out for the day…"

As usual, players who visit the area using a transfer gate are dropped into a random location in this canopied desert. More specifically, somewhere on the circumference of a circle a certain distance from the area's center.

This is my third time visiting this area. Its unchanging majesty assaults me with a sense of vertigo every time.

The atmosphere is completely different, but in terms of scale, it might be similar to the great crater where that 'White' thing resides—including the fact that there's something bizarre in the center.

In this great cavern, devoid of any other objects, it serves as the sole landmark and the goal players must aim for.

—A torrent of sand that falls and rises. There is no other way to describe the mysterious sight. As a simple visual, it's a giant tower of sand rising in the center of the area. But it's not made of sandstone; it's a circular wall of constantly churning, flowing sand.

It's not pouring from a gap in the canopy, nor is it erupting from the ground. It's simply a waterfall of sand, perpetually flowing between the floor and ceiling of the great cavern… a truly fantastical sight.

As you'd expect, the area's boss resides within it, but I have no plans to challenge it for a while.

—To be frank, I've already tried it solo, but for various reasons, I've determined that it's 100% impossible for me to clear alone. So for now, I'm waiting for Sora's training to bear fruit.

Man, after the boss fight on the cliff, I was feeling pretty full of myself, but to be stopped so cleanly in the very next area… I'm half pleased, half embarrassed.

"Alright, I'm counting on you today, partner."

Shaking off the daze that threatened to consume me in this strange space, I summoned to my left hand a one-of-a-kind blade, mine alone in this entire server.

Its name is the [White-Flawed Straight Sword]—my own personal weapon, bestowed upon me by old man Halzen on the evening of the day I started training with Sora.

Its overall color is a dull gray, its blade slightly slimmer than a standard straight sword. What's distinctive is that the parts corresponding to the guard, ridge, and knuckle guard are almost nonexistent. The only thing separating the blade from the hilt is a diamond-shaped bulge.

And the remnant of 'White' inherited from the pickaxe that formed its core clearly stains the tip of the sword.

Its stats, of course, surpass store-bought items in every respect, and as proof that it was tailored for me, it even comes with its own special abilities.

This is truly my blade and mine alone. Apparently, all players get a quest to obtain such an item, and by completing their respective tasks, they are given "equipment suited to their personal playstyle."

Players call them various things, like unique or growth equipment, but the official term is 'Anima.' Mine is a straight sword, but the categories are apparently limitless, ranging from weapons to armor and accessories.

…All these details, I ended up having to look up myself with the power of the internet. That muscle-bound old man literally just said, "It's done," and handed it over without a single word of explanation.

'Anima,' as they're also called 'growth equipment,' are special items that grow and evolve as the player uses them to a certain standard.

For each milestone enhancement, you need to rely on the production class NPC from whom you received the quest. In other words, I'm now destined to have a long and prosperous relationship with the old man… Man, the future looks bleak.

"I swear I'll get you back for this someday… Now then."

Sora should be logging in around noon today. Until then, I'll focus on my own task and devote myself to hunting.

The mobs that inhabit this canopied desert don't wander around in plain sight on the sand's surface. As far as I've seen, there are two types, large and small, and both basically lie in wait under the sand.

In terms of ambush tactics, it's similar to the [Rocky Wasteland] two areas ago, but these guys are more aggressive in many ways, so greater caution is needed.

What you have to watch out for is sound—the creatures in this area will *swarm* towards the sound of footsteps of prey walking on the sand. In other words, if you want a peaceful journey, the standard procedure is to refrain from running, though you don't have to tiptoe.

But my objective is to hunt—so I should do the opposite.

"Alright, let's get this party started—LET'S PARTY!"

A vast expanse of sand? Can't get a good footing? I'm a human machine that can exceed 200 km/h. Don't think for a second that something like this can catch legs that can cover 50 meters in one second flat.

My extraordinary leg strength is less like "running" and more like "leaping." My AGI, [Acrobatics], and [Jumble Step]—with all my mobility skills ignited at once, the sand beneath my feet explodes with a tremendous roar.

In that instant,

"——————————————————!!!"

An indescribable roar announced its presence as it appeared, surrounding the epicenter of the sound. The main enemy of the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] boasts a body larger—no, longer—than any monster I've encountered so far.

Its head has a peculiar design, a mix of eeriness and foolishness, somewhat reminiscent of a moray eel. Its body is also much like an eel's, its width uniform from head to tail, swimming freely through the sea of sand as if it were water, thanks to some mysterious power.

What differentiates it from a real moray eel is its dark red color, like clotted blood, and the large forelegs that seem to be a bizarre evolution of pectoral fins. In addition, there are organs of unknown detail, whether ears or gills, sprouting from the sides of its head.

Commonly known as the 'Desert Moray'—its official name is the [Desert Serpent]. It's an oversized *mob* enemy, over 20 meters long.

That's right, a mob enemy. Now, let's list one characteristic of mob enemies in games. To put it simply—there are a lot of them.

"Three, four… six—Bring it on!!"

As I ran in a circle, careful not to stray too far from the epicenter, a series of identical roars echoed around me.

There were six of them. The giant red bodies that burst onto the sand at roughly equal intervals formed a kill circle, as if pinpointing the fool who had stumbled into their feeding ground—except this *prey* was running around at an insane speed and was equipped with sharp fangs and claws of its own.

They had already pinpointed my location the moment I made the loud noise. The [Desert Serpents] rushed straight towards me, competing for the right to devour their prey—I targeted the one that had lunged ahead of the others, kicked off the sand, and made a sharp turn.

There are a huge number of these things scattered throughout the desert, but their total numbers and spawn points are properly regulated.

As you can easily guess from their equidistant spawn points, they each have their own territory.

Unless you do something like I did and deliberately spread noise over a wide area, they won't even react to the sounds of battle if you're careful to keep them within their spawn points. In other words, defeating them one by one isn't supposed to be difficult.

However, once you've stirred them up like this, they have a habit of relentlessly pursuing their target until it's dead or in their stomachs. Their stats are fairly tough, and their attack power is as high as their massive scale suggests, so they could be considered something of a mini-boss, despite being a common mob.

In summary: they give good experience like a mini-boss, have fixed spawn points, are easy to pull with just a little noise due to their vast numbers, and will chase you to the ends of the earth—in other words, they're perfect for train hunting.

The only drawbacks are that you need legs fast enough to kite them around on the sand with room to spare, and if you screw up and get hit, you'll be instantly crushed by a tsunami of moray eels. Plus, you have to endure the psychologically damaging situation of being endlessly chased by a swarm of giant, gross-looking fish-things, which could be traumatizing for some.

But for a slightly unhinged player who can overcome all that—

"It's the best leveling spot in the game!!"

At the moment of intersection, I kicked the snout of the moray that was gleefully opening its mouth to welcome the prey that had jumped right in, maintaining my sprinting momentum to dodge and disengage at the same time.

I broke through their encirclement and continued to kick up sand without a shred of hesitation. And ahead of me—more roars.

The predators reacted one after another to the bait (me) forcing a one-man crossing of the desert, and in an instant, a red tsunami erupted across the sands.

Anyone who didn't know better and saw this would undoubtedly think I was a suicidal maniac who had lost his mind. To be honest, even I have to admit that looking back at the great tsunami closing in behind me makes me seriously question the state of the screws in my own head.

But the answer to whether or not this rampage is even possible has already been given—no-damage clear, easy. Bring it on!!!

"Shaaa! Let's GOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!!!"

The number of them was impossible to count. The waves of eels were so tangled that it was difficult to even trace the outline of a single one. Confirming the chaotic mass, I kicked up a huge spray of sand and made a ninety-degree turn.

I gripped my partner, the straight sword, tightly and let out a spirited war cry—then leaped into the kill zone without a moment's hesitation.

In that instant, I was met with a wall of gaping maws, jaws, fins, mouths, tails, fins, tails, tails, bodies, mouths, tails, bodies, bodies, bodies, tails, mouths, mouths, mouths, mouths, mouths, mouths, mouths, mouths, mouths, mouths——————

Honestly, when you throw yourself into a kill zone of this level, your normal thought processes can't keep up at all.

If you leisurely think, *An attack is coming, I should dodge,* you're already dead in that instant. I don't know anything about reaching a state of serene clarity, but this jumble of thoughts that are just pretending to think are all *after-the-fact*—from the perspective of my delayed consciousness, my reflexive combat actions feel like they're being performed by someone else.

I slipped past a mouth coming from the front, used the descending tail as a foothold to evade the log-like body of another coming from behind, then jumped. At the same time, I deliberately dove into one of three massive jaws that were snapping at me, deployed a great axe inside its mouth before it could chew, and tore its head to shreds from the inside. The eel exploded into a burst of phosphorescence, and as I was thrown into the air, a number of mouths twice as large as before relentlessly closed in—

"Hah."

I don't even know what's so funny. The smile that spread across my face was completely unconscious, but my delayed thoughts, observing the scene as if from an outside perspective, were laughing hysterically while being completely creeped out by the sight of myself smiling eerily in the middle of this hellscape.

—This is fun, ahhh, this is so much fun!!

I have to admit it. At least, within [Arcadia], I am undoubtedly insane.

My actions, my mentality, my excitement—all of it. Every single part of me is probably far from normal.

And that—ah, that fact is so unbearably, maddeningly joyful.

The realization that in this world I've dreamed of and yearned for, I might not be normal, is so fantastically amusing that I can't help but laugh from the bottom of my stomach.

I decided I would give it my all.

I decided I would enjoy it to the fullest.

I decided I would fight with everything I had.

I decided I would adventure with all my might.

And now, I've made a new decision. I'm going to go as far as I possibly can.

Being three years late, the veteran players, none of that matters. With these legs that have captured speed itself, I'll race to the front lines on an express train—!!

And to start,

"—You blockheaded fish-things, turn into experience points for me, all of you!!!"

For now, I'll set my sights on hitting the level cap and getting out of this beginner area as fast as I can!!

The great axe danced wildly, the great iron mass struck with crushing force, and countless sword flashes flew through the air, while the wielder himself darted about in the sky.

The heavy thuds and roars of the giant bodies intertwined, soon turning to screams—and from the red tsunami of the desert, blue phosphorescence continued to erupt like a fountain.
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			A Vista of Spoils

			“..............................Wow.”

The voice was so utterly drained of energy it sounded as if its owner had given up on everything. In a desert now ruled by a silence that was, for a time, almost unnerving, even that faint, raspy whisper echoed clearly.

Two figures stood in the field, now devoid of movement. One was, of course, me. The other was Sora-san, who had answered my distress call.

“This is… this is just…”

I’d had a feeling this would be her reaction the moment I sent the message, my heart heavy with resignation. But seeing the girl finally cover her face with both hands in defeat, I couldn't shake the feeling that I’d really done it this time.

Spread before us, where there should have been nothing but a uniform expanse of sand, was a sea of red—an obscene number of drop items scattered about, far too many to even bother counting.

Loot in this game is normally deposited directly into your inventory, but it seems there’s a feature where any overflow is unceremoniously dumped at your feet or in the nearest empty space. For whatever reason, materials and items meant for selling were set to be significantly lighter than equipment, but…

“Yeah… I got a little excited and… might’ve gone a *bit* overboard…”

Combine my already-cramped inventory with a session of… *unruly* hunting of big-ticket enemies, and this disaster was the result.

Leather, fangs, bones, fin-claws, gallstones, and more… My inventory, already choked with excess gear, was full within the first few minutes. Every last piece of loot from the conger-eel hunt that followed—which lasted for a little over an hour—was scattered across the sandy battlefield.

This was the very definition of having no room to even step. I wasn't sure exactly how many [Desert Serpents] I had slaughtered, but looking at this mess, it was clearly more than just ten or twenty. I was a little taken aback myself, to be honest.

And if I was taken aback, I could only imagine what was going through Sora’s mind.

“A little… *a little*? I see. It appears your definition of ‘a little’ and mine are quite different, Haru-san.”

Sora slowly lowered her hands from her face, her gaze sweeping languidly across the cluttered desert. I felt an inexplicable terror in her eyes, which seemed to have grown cloudy.

“Out of curiosity, how long were you hunting for?”

*Isn't that the kind of question where, whether the answer is short or long, I'm just going to get a different flavor of horrified stare?*

“A-About an hour…”

“An hour…”

See? There she goes, covering her face again.

It’s not like I was doing anything wrong, but I could understand how she felt. She was currently stuck in her transition to a melee build—having a massive haul like this flaunted in front of her had to be rough.

I didn't have much of a choice, but still… maybe I did do something cruel.

“What on earth did you do in an hour… No, it’s fine. I don’t want to know.”

I opened my mouth to offer a half-hearted excuse and explain mob training, but Sora shook her head, stopping me. Her words sounded like she was sulking, but from the tone of her voice, it seemed she had calmed down a bit.

I, who had been secretly terrified, let out a sigh of relief.

“Well then, shall we start picking things up? I doubt we’ll be able to fit everything, though.”

Just as Sora said with a wry smile, even she had her limits, despite her light gear and carrying fewer healing items thanks to her own healing magic.

It was doubtful we could even pick up half of the drops scattered as far as the eye could see… A part of me winced at the waste, but I decided to write it off as the price for my unplanned hunting spree.

“Sorry for taking up your time… It’s not much of a fee, but feel free to take as much as you want for yourself. Actually, please do.”

*It’ll help ease my guilt, too.*

“Ahaha… In that case, I’ll take you up on that.”

Despite her words, Sora showed a slightly troubled expression.

“I haven't actually started crafting equipment yet… Should I ask that ‘master’ you’re indebted to?”

Apparently, she had been selling off most of her loot after keeping a small portion, so she wasn't sure what to do with it all.

“That sounds like a good idea. To be honest, I don’t know any other crafter NPCs besides the old man…”

For a moment, Kagura-san’s face came to mind, but I hesitated at the thought of bringing materials from a beginner area to a master magicraftsman who was leagues ahead of me.

“Then, would you mind introducing me?”

“It’s the least I can do—oh, wait. The quest for an [Anima]… Doesn’t it trigger automatically when you meet an NPC artisan?”

I was about to nod in agreement with Sora’s request when I realized a problem.

In my case, the quest to gather materials had come up naturally during our conversation, but it seemed that it was a guaranteed event that triggered the first time a player visited an artisan NPC.

While the introduction might vary from person to person, the general flow was almost always the same. By obtaining the specified materials and completing the quest, you would have a piece of equipment best suited for you crafted.

The problem was that the selection of the “suited equipment” was left entirely up to the system, and it seemed you couldn't even choose a broad category yourself. So, if it was a sword, you could specify a dagger or a longsword, but you couldn't change the base category of ‘sword’ itself.

Right now, Sora was dressed like a swordswoman in light leather armor with a straight sword, but her skill tree was still just the single shortbow tree she started with. Her other skills were a messy mix of support buffs and healing magic.

If Sora attempted the [Anima] quest in her current state, it was unlikely she would get a melee-oriented piece of equipment. For that reason, we had been holding off, operating under the policy of “tackle the [Anima] gacha only after getting a melee skill tree.”

“That should be fine. It says it’s an automatic trigger, but it’s not like you’re forced to accept it. It seems you can just decline.”

“Oh, really?”

Well, that’s a relief… Come to think of it, I think there was a note about optional acceptance when I took the quest. In any case, if my worries were for nothing, then there’s no problem.

Our plan was set, but first, we had to finish cleaning up the desert. Offering some words of encouragement to Sora, who looked around and let out another mournful sigh, we started gathering the remnants of the conger eels from every corner of the battlefield.
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			To Stand Side-by-Side

			“Desert Serpent, huh?”

“Yep. What do you think?”

Before the large fangs and hides laid out on the counter, the old man, Halzen, maintained his usual deadpan expression, just shy of a full-on scowl. As for me, I had recently stopped using the polite speech he’d called “stiff” and shifted to a more casual tone.

“Not bad. The quantity is sufficient. I can make anything… but it might be too heavy for you two.”

“Ah… I figured.”

I had a hunch when Sora and I were gathering them, but the materials from those desert conger eels were all quite heavy.

Even for their size. While they were probably lighter than metal, a full-body coordination in conger leather would likely be quite cumbersome.

It was out of the question for me, for a multitude of reasons, and it didn't suit Sora either. Though not as extreme as me, she was aiming to be a light warrior.

“That girl there, she’s similar to you. Does not look like a heavy warrior.”

“No, I don’t think we’re similar at all…”

Sora, hiding behind me, let out a deeply reluctant voice, perhaps nervous in front of the large, unfamiliar man. I regretfully had to agree; if I saw a version of Sora who lost her senses and jumped around cackling with glee, I’m confident I’d have nightmares for three days straight.

“Then… instead of a full set, how about extremities? Gloves or boots.”

“Boots… won’t they be heavy?”

“A moderate amount of weight will not be a burden. It will add stability to your steps and swings.”

“Hmm… What about the fangs and claws? Can you make them into lighter weapons? Maybe even throwing picks?”

“The material isn't that durable. I could manage a dagger, but its weight is both its flaw and its strength. If you shave it down, you will not get a quality item.”

I see.

“You heard him, Sora. What do you want to do?”

I called out to my partner, who was standing quietly behind me. She seemed to have been listening properly, as she gave a small nod.

“Um, in that case, may I please request the boots and gloves?”

I tend to forget since she’s so forward with me these days, but while Sora isn't exactly shy, she’s generally reserved with people she’s just met.

Add to that a muscular giant like Halzen, who you don't often see in real life, and her meek demeanor was understandable.

“Leave it to me.”

“Ah, I’ll take the same… no, just the gloves, hmm…”

I was about to order the same two items as Sora, but I hesitated. My inventory was already at a point where a few minutes of hunting would push it over capacity. Moreover, I was pursuing a build that assumed I wouldn't get hit at all. Did I really need defensive gear?

I had wanted armor before for aesthetic reasons, but that issue was resolved by the gift from Kagura-san. No problems there now.

Costume items have no stat benefits, but they have the wonderful feature of taking up almost zero inventory space. I truly received a fine gift; I owe Kagura-san a debt I can never repay.

“Aren’t you getting anything made, Haru-san?”

“Ah, yeah. On second thought, I don’t really need anything—hey, wait, what’s with that look?”

I didn’t miss the faint look of displeasure on Sora’s face the moment I said “I don’t really need anything.” I tilted my head at her unusual reaction, and she averted her gaze as if to hide it.

“It’s nothing.”

“You say that, but your face says otherwise—okay, okay, I’m sorry!”

A glare from such a well-featured face is highly effective. As I immediately retracted my annoying prodding, Sora gave me a sidelong glance and muttered sulkily.

“It’s not… but… we’re partners, aren’t we? So… I just thought… it might be nice to have matching gear… that’s all.”

Her voice grew quieter with each word until the end was almost inaudible—but, wait, what is this girl saying? Something that cute…?

“Old man.”

“What is it?”

“I’ll have the same.”

“…You’re whipped.”

Shut up. Did you really think any man could hear that and say, “Well, I still don’t really need any”? To hell with my inventory situation.

“U-Um… Haru-san? You don’t have to force yourself.”

“Nah, it’s a rare occasion you’ve said something so cute, so I want to go along with it. My inventory space will be fine if I just get rid of one weapon.”

“I… I see.”

My current weapon pool consists of the [White-Flawed Straight Sword], the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer], a store-bought iron straight sword and great axe, and, added over the past few days, two daggers and a short spear.

Considering Arcadia’s game design, this is an excessive amount of backup weapons, but in my case, they’re not backups but regulars, which makes it unmanageable. That said, I don’t really have a need for a spear right now.

I quickly pawned off the short spear to the old man for some small change, creating some free space in my inventory. Even with the two new items equipped, I should have a little bit of room now.

“There, all set. Should I come back tomorrow to pick them up?”

“No, this is different from the Anima I forged for you before. This will be quick.”

Snatching the requested materials from the counter, Halzen stood up, leaving a single “Wait here,” before disappearing into his workshop.

…I had completely assumed he was a blacksmith specialist, but he can tailor leather materials too. Come to think of it, Kagura-san did say something about there being no categories like “blacksmith” or “tailor” in this world. Does that mean all NPCs are equally magicraftsmen?

He said it would be quick, but he didn't return in a matter of seconds. Left waiting, we started to browse the equipment displayed inside the store.

Sora-san’s movements were a little buggy, but she was probably just a bit embarrassed from our earlier exchange. What a cute girl.

“You’re sticking with the straight sword for now, right, Sora? Is the store-bought one hard to use or anything?”

For better or worse, it was a standard-issue item. The one Sora and I were using were identical down to the last detail, and the straight sword I wielded with one hand was a bit large for her smaller avatar.

In fact, Sora was wielding it with both hands. It's not exclusively a one-handed sword, so either way is correct.

“Well… yes. It’s fine for now.”

“I see. I was just thinking, if you needed one, we could ask the old man while we’re here.”

Thinking she might be asked for it in her Anima quest, I’d already mined some blue iron ore when we conquered the Cliff Road of the Sky Bridge together.

We had enough to spare for a new straight sword… or so I proposed, but it seems she doesn't need one yet. It’s true, for a store-bought item in an MMORPG, it has surprisingly decent performance.

While it still feels a bit lacking, it’s an item that can hold its own even against bosses in the beginner area. It’s not to be underestimated.

“I’ll save that as a reward for when I successfully acquire a skill tree.”

Sora said with a laugh, but her smile seemed to lack its usual energy… Well, after three days of trying with no results, it’s natural to lose confidence.

I’ve been looking into it, but I still have no idea why a skill tree stubbornly refuses to appear for her—except for the one possibility that the system has judged her as having “absolutely no talent.”

“I really don’t think that’s the case, though…”

“?”

“It’s nothing.”

From what I’ve seen, now that she’s overcome her habit of closing her eyes, Sora has plenty of aptitude.

Her motor skills—at least in the virtual world—are not bad; in fact, they’re quite good. She cleverly absorbs my movements and adapts them into her own style, and even to a layman’s eye, she seems to have a knack for it.

I’m truly at a loss as to why the weapon proficiency tree, which can be obtained simply by persistently swinging a weapon, has been so elusive for her.

No matter how much I think about it, with my still-shallow knowledge, I can’t possibly come up with the right answer. It’s frustrating that all I can do is groan at my own powerlessness.

“—It is done.”

A muscular hand of salvation reached out to us as we were about to create an awkward atmosphere of mutual concern. Turning our faces toward Halzen’s voice as he reappeared, we saw two sets of unfamiliar-colored leather gloves and boots in his arms.

“Huh…? Um, are these…?”

Looking at the items placed on the counter, Sora tilted her head in confusion. The items, which should have been made from the dark, blood-red leather of the desert conger eel, were now shimmering a beautiful jade green, a color unimaginable from the original material.

Sharing Sora's confusion, I shot a “What’s the deal?” look at the old man, who just snorted—what was that snort for, you wanna go?

“The Desert Serpent’s body is covered in an armor of sand, hardened and discolored by a special fluid. *That* is its natural body color.”

Apparently. Seriously? I thought it was strangely resistant to slashes despite not having any visible scales, but it turns out it was wearing natural armor.

My main approach was to smash its head with a blunt weapon or dive into its mouth to slice it up from the inside, so it didn’t affect me much, but his explanation made perfect sense.

“It’s beautiful…”

The jade leather had a unique pattern resembling tree bark. Sora, who was staring blankly at them, seemed to have taken a great liking to the unexpected items.

I hadn't thought about it much, but the original dark red color probably wouldn't have suited Sora very well. I don't know if she had considered that, but as someone who hadn't, I wanted to thank the conger eel for its mysterious biology.

“Hurry up and try them on.”

As we were lost in admiration for the equipment, his usual emotionless voice came down on us. We had no complaints for the craftsman who made such fine items, so we obediently took our respective pieces and put them on.

[Desert Conger Leather Gloves] DEX +10. Gloves tailored from the hide of a great conger eel that claims the sea of flowing sand as its territory. The jade glow is a sign of its lost armor, but through a craftsman’s skill, it has gained superior flexibility and resilience.

[Desert Conger Leather Boots] AGI +10

“Flavor text is the same for the boots… wow, these feel better than I thought.”

The gloves were a fingerless design that balanced practicality with a bit of edginess. They were quite long, covering up to my elbows, but they were so flexible that they didn't hinder my movement at all.

The boots, just as Halzen said, had a pleasant weight that gave me a great sense of stability. With these, I might even be able to kick off with more initial speed than before, despite the added weight.

Another welcome feature was that both the color and design matched the outfit I received from Kagura. All in all, I was quite satisfied.

I glanced over at Sora, who had also finished equipping her new gear. She was fidgeting, clenching and unclenching her fists and tapping her toes.

Unlike me, Sora was already wearing armor, but there must be a different feeling between simple store-bought items and fantasy gear made from monster materials.

Finding her mannerisms, full of excitement and nervousness, endearing, I carried out the mission I had to perform after watching a lady change her outfit.

“You look great in them, Sora. The color matches your hair nicely.”

“Oh… hehe, thank you.”

When I gave her a thumbs-up and a compliment, the girl beamed with a shy but happy smile—no way, she’s a master of the “ehehe”?! Isn’t that attack power a little too high…?!

While I was writhing in agony from my self-inflicted compliment, Sora, in high spirits, bowed her head to Halzen and said, “Thank you for the wonderful equipment.”

Her earlier caution seemed to have faded, and even Halzen’s lips curved into a slight, pleased smile at Sora’s charming demeanor.

—And just as I thought the pleasant exchange was drawing to a close…

“…Wait.”

Halzen, his expression tightening once more, suddenly pointed at Sora’s hand. Following his gesture, my eyes landed on Sora’s right hand—he was probably pointing at the ring that assists with magic casting.

“I thought you were a swordswoman, carrying a sword. Are you a mage?”

“Mahoushi?”

“Ah, um, it’s what they call mages in Arcadia. Players who focus on magic are all grouped together as ‘mahoushi’.”

I’d reflexively repeated the word, unable to grasp its meaning for a moment, and Sora, ever knowledgeable about the game’s details, provided a supplement. I see, my knowledge was lacking because I'd only researched close-combat-related things that concerned me.

“Um, I was originally focused on magic and bows, but I’m currently training to switch to a melee build…”

“Training. Are you not skilled at it?”

Halzen cut in with a directness that could be taken as rude, and Sora, hit right where it hurt, choked on her words.

I shot him a glare from the side, a silent warning not to bully my precious partner, but it probably had no effect on the self-paced mass of muscle.

“It’s just that… I can’t seem to acquire any skills.”

“Skills… a revelation. How long have you been swinging that thing?”

Halzen asked, pointing to the straight sword at Sora’s hip as she spoke timidly. When Sora honestly replied, “A little over three days,” the giant magicraftsman stroked his chin with a difficult expression.

“…………What is it, Haru-san?”

“Oh, you just had a look on your face like a bullied child.”

I gently patted the head of the girl who had precisely that expression, and she gave me a somewhat resentful sidelong glance.

“…………Don’t treat me like a child.”

She muttered discontentedly and turned away, but she made no move to brush my hand away. Secretly relieved that my unconscious action hadn't been judged as sexual harassment, I continued to pat her head.

“Let me see it.”

Halzen spoke again, just as suddenly. At the same time, a large hand was extended in front of her, and Sora, who had been letting me do as I pleased, flinched.

“Huh, um…?!”

Her eyes turned to me as if seeking help. Having had a very similar exchange a few days ago, I offered her a reassuring smile and the answer.

“He probably means he wants to see your sword.”

“O-Okay.”

Flustered, Sora unbuckled the sheath along with the sword belt and hesitantly handed it to Halzen. He then added, “The ring, too,” and she hurriedly complied, pulling the ring from her right hand as well.

…Isn’t this, by any chance, the lead-in to the Anima quest? As always, the introduction from an AI-controlled NPC is terrifyingly natural. Well, the old man’s communication skills are still nonexistent, though.

Sora looked at me with an anxious expression. She probably realized this was an Anima-related event as well. Although she could redo it if she didn't accept, I understood her anxiety.

“It’ll be fine.”

When I said that with deliberate optimism, Sora’s expression softened slightly. We stood by the girl, waiting for Halzen to examine the sword and ring he’d been given. After a short while, the magicraftsman sheathed the blade and said simply:

“Do you want to become a swordswoman?”

The player cannot choose the category of their Anima. Given the nature of this unique quest, that question should be meaningless. In fact, I don’t even think I had this kind of exchange.

“…Y-Yes.”

It was unexpected for Sora too, as she answered after a moment of hesitation.

Halzen remained silent. Thinking her answer was insufficient, Sora hesitated for a moment before continuing.

“I want to fight side-by-side, rather than just supporting.”

Halzen was still silent, but he no longer seemed to be seeking an answer. The magicraftsman closed his eyes, then opened them after a moment and—

“Understood.”

He looked straight at the girl who had stated her wish, and said those words.

◇◆◇◆◇

My new Desert Conger Leather Boots felt perfectly at home on the sandy ground. They were exceptionally good new equipment, but I had a feeling they would perform especially well on this field.

“You ended up accepting it in the heat of the moment, but are you sure about this?”

Upon our immediate return to the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern], I checked with my partner, who was testing the feel of her new boots beside me.

Afterward, Sora had unhesitatingly accepted the Anima acquisition quest that Halzen had offered. She said, “I just felt like I should accept it,” but I wanted to make one last check before we went to get the required materials.

“It’s fine. I really don’t know why, but… I have a feeling it won’t turn out badly.”

Well, after such a meaningful exchange, I suppose we can have some expectations. If she says so herself again, then there’s nothing more for me to say.

“Got it. In that case, well…”

I smiled back at the smiling Sora, then turned my gaze to the towering tower of flowing sand in the center of the area and gave a wry grin.

“We’ve got to get our revenge on that thing.”

◆ Quest Accepted ◆

[To Walk Together]

・Teardrop of the Dust Devil 0/1

・Iron Straight Sword 1/1

・Ring of Novice 1/1
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			The New Lineup

			—This is exactly what it means to feel light on your feet. I was only now realizing just how important stable footing is for someone who lives and dies by their mobility.

I had to hand it to the old man. The synergy between the sandy terrain and the conger leather was perfect, of course, but now I felt like I could handle that mob train while humming a tune—okay, maybe I’m exaggerating.

But the fact remains that I was in top form. My hands, which had been bare until now, had excellent grip thanks to the gloves. As a Desert Serpent’s massive jaws closed in on me, I used Quick Change and slammed a warhammer into its side in a wide arc.

The strike, bordering on an exploit with its fraudulent super-heavy weight, generated the force of a truck collision, shattering the conger eel’s cheek and deflecting its massive, charging body.

When a creature takes such a severe blow to the head, it's bound to be dazed, big or small. This being a game made that even more certain. I moved to follow up on the conger eel as it lay sprawled on the sand—

“Whoa…”

I instantly abandoned the attack. The sign I caught in the corner of my eye was a spray of sand bubbling up like boiling water. Just as I leaped back, several shadows shot out from the sand, blocking my view.

Enemy Name: [Serpent Sucker]—I doubt the name has anything to do with soccer, but in any case, this was the other of the two mobs that spawn in this desert.

In a word, they were desert piranhas. The differences from real piranhas were their fifty-centimeter length and the fact that their dorsal fins had edges as sharp as daggers.

Their main attacks were ramming and biting, just like the conger eels, but personally, I found these small fries far more troublesome than the big ones.

Why? Because these little bastards only show their faces above the sand when they attack.

They are a source of stress, traveling in packs of at least four or five, acting as a posse for the Desert Serpent and taking cheap shots.

Considering the presence of these small fish, I actually find the hellscape of mob training to be easier. In a battlefield where so many giant bodies are clashing, they get crushed by the swarm of conger eels and wiped out on their own without me having to do a thing.

Four Suckers appeared. I managed to slice two of them in half while they were in mid-air, but the other two escaped back into the sand. To make matters worse, the stunned Serpent recovered.

I nearly clicked my tongue in annoyance but swallowed it down, remembering I had an audience. Come to think of it, that warhammer home run was probably a failing grade as an *example*. I should try to fight with a little more restraint.

“Well, fighting with just a sword now and then isn’t so bad.”

I gripped my [White-Flawed Straight Sword] and faced the Serpent, which was foolishly charging head-on again. About one second flat until we crossed paths—the moment the sand on my left and right began to bubble, timed with the big guy’s approach, I crushed my own margin for error.

Leaving the Suckers’ spawn points behind, I dove under the Serpent’s jaw. The Desert Conger Leather Boots gripped the sandy earth firmly, and as my body came to a halt directly beneath its defenseless throat,

“—Hraaaah!!”

I thrust my sword’s point upward toward the heavens with all my might. As Halzen had told me, these creatures are clad in an armor of sand, giving them resistance to blades. That’s why piercing attacks are somewhat more effective than slashes.

It wasn't as effective as a blow to the head or an attack from inside its mouth where the armor didn't matter, but I had struck its throat. Whether it’s a fish or anything else, that's a clear weak point for any living thing. A crimson damage effect erupted explosively, and the Serpent’s massive body bucked as if it couldn't take the pain.

Normally I would leap into the air to follow up, but I calmly reminded myself to stick to a “sensible fighting style” and remained on the ground.

Now then, what to do—should I clean up the pests first?

The Suckers I left behind had already submerged themselves in the sand again. To get rid of them, I had to wait for them to reappear, but I had already figured out their *pattern*.

They have two main attack timings. The first is when they piggyback on the Serpent’s attack, and the second is—

“When they try to interfere with a follow-up on their boss, right?!”

The moment I took a deliberately large step toward the knocked-back Serpent, the sand in front of me bubbled up again. When you’ve already predicted your opponent’s move, and they’re kind enough to telegraph their location, there’s only one way to deal with them.

I thrust my already-poised sword toward the marker, and the Sucker, pierced in the sand, exploded into motes of light.

Surprise attacks and simultaneous assaults. Once you shut down these troublesome factors, dealing with the charge of a slow-moving small fry is simple. I leisurely countered the last one that popped out a moment later, and with that, my numerical disadvantage was over.

Without any annoying interference, I could now cook up a single conger eel however I pleased, even without taking to the skies. I calmly proceeded to carve up the remaining Serpent, consciously restraining my usual aerial maneuvers.

◇◆◇◆◇

“—And that’s about it. These are the only two types of enemies that appear in this area, and I should have drawn out all of their attack patterns.”

This was Sora’s second time visiting the flowing sand desert. The first time was more of a scouting run, where Sora was terrified of the giant conger eel, and I was so hyped up that I was just lost in the thrill of the fight.

As a result, Sora had learned practically nothing, so I was now giving her a proper lecture.

“…………”

I thought I had put on a rather good demonstration, but Sora herself was wearing a rather peculiar expression.

“Um… if you have any feedback, I’m all ears.”

“No, um… I was just thinking that you can fight *normally* too, Haru-san.”

…Right. Thank you for a comment that perfectly summarizes your usual opinion of me.

“Ahaha… I mean, it was very helpful. You’re amazing, Haru-san.”

Whether she read my thoughts or not, the follow-up she delivered with a placating smile stung.

Enough time has passed that my crazed motivation for [Arcadia] has started to settle down. Recently, even when I get into the zone during a fight, I don’t just *snap* like I used to… but it seems the initial impression I gave is hard to shake.

“Well, if it was helpful, I’m glad… Think you can handle the front lines?”

“Well…”

Unlike before, we were now a double front-line composition, but there was a huge gap in every respect between me, who had been charging in headfirst, and Sora, who had yet to learn a single skill.

Naturally, there were many things that I could do that Sora could not. I would, of course, provide as much support as possible, but having watched Sora’s struggles these past few days, I understood just how difficult it was to stand on the front lines without any relevant skills.

“—I’ll be fine. I’ll do my best.”

But if she herself says so with such strength, then there’s no need for words of doubt. As for me, I will simply do my utmost to fulfill my noble duty of supporting my cute partner.

“Alright. Then let’s stick to the plan. I’ll draw their attention, and you act as the skirmisher. I’ll definitely catch the big one’s aggro, but I don’t think I can round up all the small ones, so be careful.”

“Understood. Watch my feet, right?”

“Exactly. There’s a slight lag between when the sand *bubbles* and when they pop out, so don’t panic.”

To my teacherly advice, Sora gave a cheerful “Yes!” With a smile at my obedient and earnest student, we began our assault on the ‘Great Flowing Sand Cavern.’

“—Ngh, Sora!”

“Yes!”

The Serpent, having missed me as I dodged by a hair's breadth, crashed its face into the sand, leaving itself open. In that instant—as soon as my call reached her—Sora closed the distance without hesitation and swung her straight sword with force.

Slashes are not very effective against the Serpent, but that’s only when its sand armor is intact. Sora aimed for the conger eel’s neck—a weak point she herself had created with a previous attack, a spot where the sand armor had been stripped away.

“Hyaah!”

Her war cry may have lacked some intensity, but her gaze and her swordsmanship were nothing to be trifled with.

The straight sword, held in both hands, swung upwards, striking the small gap in the armor with precision. Not content with a single blow, Sora skillfully manipulated her body, which was pulled along by the force of the upswing, shifted her center of gravity, and brought the sword down for a second strike in a fluid motion.

Although her avatar appears to be that of a slender girl, her STR is higher than mine, so her sword is far from powerless. Furthermore, when it comes to the accuracy of her sword strikes, she is definitively better than me.

The Serpent writhed as its weak point was struck by two precise blows, then exploded into motes of light. As I watched—

“To say she has no talent with this… that’s a stretch…”

I muttered softly. The girl stood in my line of sight. As she exhaled and sheathed her sword with a clean motion, the sight was so impressive that I might have found myself captivated if I let my guard down.

Sora possesses a certain timidity, but she is by no means a coward. That was my impression after having her on the front lines for several days.

When facing a terrifying-looking monster for the first time, she often hesitates or lets out a scream. However, that timidity is of a common sort that anyone would have.

In fact, even if it is a game, how many women can calmly charge in to slash at a monster that could swallow them whole?

Sure, with enough time and play, one could build up a tolerance, but Sora has been in this virtual world for less than a week. Her adaptability and courage are quite remarkable.

My personal opinion is that, when it comes to the sword, she probably has better sense than I do. How do I put it… every single swing she makes looks so refined, so elegant—whoops.

“Looking good.”

I smiled at Sora as she crunched through the sand towards me, and she smiled back happily.

“Yes! As long as I’m careful, I think I can handle the monsters in this area with room to spare!”

“Yeah. Which means the only remaining problem is…”

Some time had passed since we began our assault. I folded my arms as I gazed at the sand tower that had been gradually getting closer.

“I’ll be seeing it for the first time, but… was it really that strong?”

It seems that in Sora’s mind, I’ve been categorized as something along the lines of “an indescribably out-of-the-ordinary, off-the-rails, dimension-hopping battle maniac with a crazy high tension who does the unreasonable with a smile, all while wearing the skin of a beginner.”

While I admit my faults, it’s a deeply unflattering assessment… but it seemed she was questioning why someone like me would have challenged it alone in the past and then deemed it an “impossible game.”

“Well, part of it is that the gimmick is tough for a solo player… but that thing is bad news. It’s on a different level from the enemies we’ve fought so far.”

In my opinion, the boss monster that rules this flowing sand desert is Arcadia’s beginner stopper.

It’s the kind of thing you have to diligently level up for, form a party, meticulously decide on roles and strategies, and challenge with an abundance of equipment and items. It’s a so-called “great wall” that you can only begin to contend with after doing all that.

“Can we defeat it with just the two of us…?”

A worried murmur. I wish I could laugh it off as always, but this time, even I couldn’t feel completely confident.

…My previous attempts were a complete rout. It felt like I had been confronted with the “limits of a solo player” in an online game.

“I have a plan, and a chance of winning.”

My response was more subdued than usual, but perhaps it was still reassuring enough for Sora, as her expression brightened—though I wonder what her reaction will be after she hears the details of that plan…

“We’re nearing the end, so I think it’s about time I start explaining the boss—but first, I’ll tell you the conclusion.”

“?”

Given how things *have been* up to now, Sora probably unconsciously assumes this time will be the *same*.

Our journey so far is a case in point. That is, a formation where I’m the main, and Sora is support… but this time is different.

“In this boss fight—you, Sora, are the key.”
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			Castle in the Sand, The Shifting Throne - Part 1

			The boss of the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern], the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust], was a colossal monster easily exceeding thirty meters in length.

Its smaller cousin, the [Desert Serpent], was also enormous, but comparing the two would be like comparing an adult to a child—no, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say it was like comparing an adult to an infant.

Though its name contained the word *serpent*, its majestic, blue-green form was worthy of the name *dragon*. Its long, limbless torso was as thick as a great tree in its widest parts. Even the tip of its tail was an avatar of pure mass, capable of crushing a person with a mere nudge.

As long as it had an HP bar, even a tiny human could damage it. However, one could only imagine the staggering toughness that came with such a staggering body.

Its most distinct feature was its head. In place of eyes, it possessed a massive crest, like a rooster's comb made a hundred times more intimidating. There were only remnants of what looked like eye sockets, suggesting that perhaps eyeballs had once rested there.

Then there was its body. From its neck to the tip of its tail, large, spiraling scales formed a sharp 'edge,' making the whole thing look like a ridiculously malevolent drill.

Needless to say, a light touch wouldn't just bore a hole in you; it would turn you to dust. Source: yours truly.

Finally, the tail. The scales forming the blade's edge were particularly developed, like jagged splinters. A single swing of its tail would unleash them like a vicious barrage of shrapnel.

And yes, even a graze would reduce you to dust. Source: yours truly.

All in all, its design made you want to ask, "What final boss is this from?" It was definitely not a visual you'd expect to see in a beginner's area. And true to its final-boss face, its stats were the very personification of unreasonable.

During combat, its HP bar appeared as a terrifying stack of five layers. For the record, when I landed a clean hit on its dome with my [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer] in a suicide attack, I successfully managed to shave off about one percent of its first bar. Hilarious.

When something's that absurdly powerful, even an idiot can figure it out. The [Great Serpent of Dust] wasn't designed for a straightforward fight—it was the first gimmick boss.

Having quickly given up on a solo clear, I made several kamikaze runs to figure out its mechanics, all in preparation for the day I would challenge it with Sora.

After grasping the basics of the strategy, my assessment was something along the lines of, "With the two of us, it's *probably* not impossible." And so—

"—Hh… ah, uh…"

Having finally geared up for the boss fight, we had passed through the rising and falling walls of flowing sand, getting covered in it along the way, and were now confronting the beast.

This wasn't Sora's first time facing a creature of breathtaking size. Compared to the 'White' one we'd faced in the great crater, the majesty of the [Dusty Worm] was perhaps a bit less… but then again, when a tiny human, a mere 'one,' looks up at a 'thousand' or a 'ten thousand,' how much of a difference is there, really?

No one could blame the girl for freezing up, a faint gasp escaping her lips. The hand that reached for my sleeve—was it conscious or not?

"It's okay."

Before her fingers could clutch my sleeve, I grabbed her small hand. I gave it a firm squeeze, and Sora, who had been completely *overwhelmed*, jumped with a start.

"S-Sorry! I just…!"

"Don't worry about it. I was freaked out the first time, too."

I stared at it dumbfounded for a good minute and, naturally, got pulverized. Hahaha.

"You haven't forgotten the plan, have you?"

"...! Yes!"

"Then we're good. I've got your back, and you've got mine. Let's turn the tables and make this behemoth scared of us, what do you say?"

Still holding Sora's hand, I spoke as if to challenge the [Great Serpent of Dust], which was watching us quietly, thrusting our joined fists toward it.

The girl stared blankly for a moment—then, a somewhat relieved smile graced her lips.

"…You really are amazing, Haru-san."

"Right? I'm trying my best to look cool, so praise me more."

My joking reply banished the last of the tension from Sora's face as she let out a small laugh. We released our hands at the same time and drew our weapons in unison.

"You ready?"

"I am."

"Prepared?"

"Anytime!"

"Alright—let's do this!"

"Yes!"

Just as the great serpent's patience was about to wear thin, we, having steeled our resolve, took the first step. Taking the lead was not me, but Sora.

The serpent reacted to her sudden dash, sensing the sound of her footsteps and shifting into a combat stance. Seeing it coil its massive body and raise its head, it was easy to imagine it lunging forward in the next instant, but—

"Your opponent is over here…—now!"

My weapon, which I had been raising high without moving from my spot—the [White-Flawed Straight Sword]—transformed mid-swing.

*Quick Change*—the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer], swung at a speed that should have been impossible, struck the ground with a deafening roar that belied the sandy terrain, blasting the area at my feet apart. In that moment…

"Took the bait…!"

The serpent, which had been targeting Sora, instantly switched its prey and charged toward the epicenter of the sound. Combined with the fact that it had no eyes, it was easy to deduce that, like the other Serpents and Suckers, it tracked us by sound.

Passing Sora, the colossal body closed in on me—

"—Heh, too slow."

Effortlessly leaping into the air, I looked down at the great serpent, unable to suppress a smirk.

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇

Name：Haru

Lv：44⇒62

STR(Strength)：30

AGI(Agility)：280⇒420(+10)

DEX(Dexterity)：150⇒200(+10)

VIT(Vitality)：5

MID(Mind)：5

LUC(Luck)：10

◇Skill◇

・All Weapon Aptitude

[Quick Change]

[Piercing Dart]

・[Quit Counter] New!

・Embodied Protection

・Heavy Attack Manipulator

・Accel Tempo

・Boar's Heart

・Acrobatics ⇒ Idaten Up!

・Jumble Step

・Carry Running

――――――――――――――――――

My reckless train-and-grind strategy paid off, and my stats, significantly higher since my last challenge against the [Great Serpent of Dust], had improved by leaps and bounds.

It being a serpent, it had a surprising burst of speed for its size that had given me trouble before, but—I was confident I could handle it with ease now.

My dramatically increased stats were a factor, of course, but the biggest change was without a doubt the evolution of [Acrobatics], the very cornerstone of my build.

The skill, newly named [Idaten], had completely changed from its predecessor's effect of "adds a fixed value of 100 to DEX when assisting AGI."

Its new property was a doubling boost to my DEX value that decayed in proportion to the duration of my high-speed maneuvering. To put it simply, my DEX value is doubled, but only at the very start of a high-speed movement.

The boost decreases as long as I keep moving above a certain speed, but with my current stats, I can maintain body control at the maximum speed my AGI allows for about five seconds.

Furthermore, [Idaten] is a constantly active passive skill, so there's no cooldown. That means if I interrupt my high-speed movement for even a moment, I can get the maximum effect again on the next start-up. The downside is practically nonexistent. It's a god-tier skill!

What's more, upon hitting level 60, I casually crossed the threshold of the *fastest* players. In terms of foot speed alone, I can now match—or frankly, surpass—max-level veterans.

It might be a cheat boss with absurd stats, but I've got my own absurdly excessive AGI! Running circles around it will be a piece of cake… probably!

"Yeah, I'll take you on as long as you want—come and get me, you big lummox!"
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			Castle in the Sand, The Shifting Throne - Part 2

			A deafening roar and a familiar, defiant cry reached her back. Kicking up sand, Sora suppressed her rising panic and focused her eyes.

This battle was fundamentally different from any boss monster she had faced before. Haru had called it a "gimmick fight," and the simple plan he'd laid out, easy enough for a game novice like Sora to understand, was firmly in her mind.

The roles were extremely simple—while Haru distracted the [Dusty Worm], Sora would destroy *something*.

"Near the sand wall… a conspicuous blue color…!"

Repeating the description she'd been given, she scanned along the wall of flowing sand, searching for the object that she was told she would "recognize in a single glance." And then—

"...! Found it!"

A clear anomaly on the sandy ground—a distorted, diamond-shaped object dyed the same blue as the great serpent. It was a massive scale, as large as a person.

Its overwhelming presence made it obvious that it wasn't just part of the background. Seeing it faintly glowing and wreathed in swirling dust, she knew that even a complete gaming novice would spot it immediately.

"One down!"

Gripping the straight sword in both hands, Sora charged forward without hesitation and unleashed a strike. It rang out with a hard clang, as if striking iron, and her sword was deflected as if repelled—

"…Hah!"

Instead of fighting the rebound, she twisted her body, using her heel as a pivot to kick up sand and spin with great force.

The second blow, powered by momentum and centrifugal force, lashed out—and was met with a loud shattering sound.

Struck twice in the exact same spot, the scale cracked spectacularly. As light and the surrounding dust scattered, Sora confirmed the destruction of her first target. At that moment—

"—RRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!!!"

"Ah, ugh…?!"

A deafening roar that shook the desert tore through the air, and a forced stun seized Sora's body. She dropped her sword and instinctively covered her ears, her gaze snapping toward the great serpent Haru was distracting. It had changed.

Not its form, but its surroundings. As if the dust had transferred from the shattered scale to its master—no, that's probably exactly what happened. The dust that had been clinging to the scale until Sora destroyed it was now swirling around the great serpent's massive body.

The transformation was just as she had been told… but seeing its already otherworldly majesty amplified even further, her attention was momentarily captured. In that instant, a flash of gunmetal grey shot up from the ground with incredible force.

A great axe, spinning with a vicious whir, tore through the dust cloud and, with the sheer violence of its mass, smashed into the serpent's lower jaw.

A shriek, clearly different from its earlier roar of anger. Before Sora's stunned eyes, a small shadow leaped into the air, as if chasing the very axe it had thrown.

Passing the freely falling axe, he kicked it, and then, using a technique Sora still couldn't comprehend, summoned a weapon to his hand and used it as a foothold to race higher into the air.

Three leaps, a total of about fifteen meters—unbelievably, Haru was now above the great serpent's head. In his hands was a massive iron lump, too crude to be called a proper weapon.

"—DAAARRAAAAAAGH!!"

A roar, then a crash. The force of his fall, the weapon's outrageous weight, and the fastest possible swing achieved through a certain *trick*. The synergy of it all culminated in a full-force blow that slammed into the great serpent's head, sending its colossal body flying back as if it were a joke.

Sora, who had stopped in her tracks, utterly dumbfounded, found her eyes meeting Haru's as he was thrown back by the recoil.

"…!"

Spurred on by the mischievous V-sign from her partner, Sora kicked her frozen legs back into motion and started running.

This was no time to be standing around in a daze. Despite Haru's relaxed demeanor, it was their side that was being cornered with every passing second.

That last blow would have sent any normal boss monster flying, yet the great serpent's HP had barely budged. In contrast, Haru's HP bar, despite him not having taken a single hit, had already lost about ten percent… and even now, it was slowly, steadily decreasing.

"There, the second one…!"

That depleting HP bar in the corner of her vision was the *time limit* for this boss fight.

The gimmick for the battle against the [Great Serpent of Dust], the task the players had to complete, was a single, straightforward objective: "Destroy all the scales placed within the battle area."

A total of seven scales were randomly placed within the circular arena of flowing sand. With the two clues of "placed near the wall" and "they glow and are easy to spot," finding them wasn't particularly difficult.

However, with each one destroyed, the *pressure* placed on the player increased exponentially, starting with the great serpent's transformation just now.

The first scale caused a persistent damage-over-time dust cloud to form around the serpent. And the second—

"Hah!"

As Sora shattered the second scale, familiar bubbles of sand erupted at her feet. She instinctively back-stepped just as the vicious jaws of a piranha-like creature snapped through the air in front of her.

It wasn't just one. The next moment, the sand all around Sora began to *boil*.

Sora reflexively fled the spot, nearly screaming at the countless presences leaping from the ground behind her, and kicked off the sand in search of her next target.

The already-unmanageable boss was growing stronger, and now a swarm of fangs pursued the one destroying the scales. The battle, growing more intense with every step, had only just begun.
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			A Castle on Sand, a Throne in Flux, Part Three

			"—Damn it all!!"

By the time Sora broke the fifth scale, I'd long since lost the composure to filter my reflexive cursing. The great serpent had entered a berserk state at the same time, and while it still couldn't catch up to my speed, the fact that it was constantly on my tail meant I was being steadily worn down.

Every time its massive body passed by, I'd dodge the attack itself, but the dust clinging to it would mercilessly chip away at my avatar.

There was no pain, but the horribly realistic sensation of being battered by a massive amount of sand, and more importantly, the countless grains trying to blind me, was the absolute worst.

My virtual body wouldn't be seriously harmed by getting sand, or even mud, in my eyes, but a human will reflexively shut their eyelids when something approaches or touches them.

My opponent was so ridiculously huge that I couldn't possibly lose sight of it, but if I was forced to blink at a critical moment, I'd be run over and that would be the end of it.

…I was feeling pretty proud of myself for holding out solo, but could a proper party even handle this? Can a fully-specced tank actually withstand this walking natural disaster of a boss…?

If we manage to get through this, I'll have to look up a guide video or something. As I mentally escaped reality, I used a deployed dagger as a foothold to execute a triple aerial twist before batting away the incoming tail blade with my great axe.

Using the momentum of the swing, I tossed the axe aside. With my free hand, I pulled a recovery item from the belt pouch at my waist. It was a red liquid filling a test tube about the size of my index finger—a Potion, the basic means of recovery in Arcadia.

I popped the wax seal with my thumb and chugged the liquid with enough force to practically shove the vial into my mouth. A refreshing mint aroma filled my senses, followed by an unnaturally tasteless liquid.

If that meant I was all healed up and ready to dance again, there'd be no problem. But the potions in this game aren't that reliable… In fact, they're so useless it barely matters if you have them or not.

It's a heal-over-time, not an instant recovery, so it's useless as an emergency escape. On top of that, its healing power drops significantly if you're not resting, a heartbreaking design choice that makes you want to complain, "Is this feature even necessary?" Add to that a full 100-second duration to get the full effect, a delay so slow it's yawn-inducing for an action game. To put its combat effectiveness simply, it only recovers ten percent of your total HP over one hundred seconds.

Even considering I'm using a basic Potion for rookies, it's honestly garbage. Naturally, stacking them is impossible, and there's an additional 100-second recast time after the effect ends. It's not just trash, it's dust.

They say even dust can pile up into a mountain, but when the mountain itself is trying to kill you before you have time to pile anything up, it's a drop in the ocean. It's literally just for peace of mind.

The fact that I was desperately chugging one in the middle of a zero-margin defensive maneuver meant one thing—yeah, I was literally seconds away from death's door.

A quick glance showed my HP bar in the corner of my vision had already dipped below thirty percent and into the red zone. A heal icon displayed below my status bar was diligently doing its job, but the relentless sandstorm was more than canceling out the recovery, dragging me inexorably toward death.

I longed for Sora's healing magic, but she was in a predicament just as bad, if not worse, than mine. Unlike me, whose HP was continuously ticking down, Sora's status bar was lurching up and down erratically.

The Serpent Suckers that started appearing after the second scale was broken increased in number dramatically after the fourth.

She was forced to constantly move while searching for the scales and fighting off a swarm that was consistently in the double digits. That's no easy task. What's more, Sora wasn't an agility-focused build like me; she was a balanced type. She couldn't outrun them and was forced to engage—with nothing but a single sword, without the benefit of any skills.

The constantly fluctuating status bar painted a vivid picture of the girl being swarmed. I knew I'd given her a tough role, but it's not like I could have her go one-on-one with this damn boss. It was unavoidable.

This was my first time fighting it instead of just running, and I didn't even have the leeway to glance over and check on my partner. This role was absolutely necessary, no matter how you sliced it. And then…

"…Sixth one!"

The great serpent, which had been playing tag with me, twitched its head and let out a roar of rage. There was no forced stun like the first time, but its fury was plain to see. This was the sixth time—the signal that Sora had destroyed the sixth scale.

I batted away the persistently attacking tail blade, dodging while checking my remaining HP.

…Is this going to be enough?

"Bring it on…!!"

I leaped into the air to evade the building-sized behemoth as it coiled up and charged. As it passed, it swung its tail up to smash my airborne body, but I dodged with a practiced aerial jump. For a moment, I could almost see a flicker of irritation on the inorganic reptilian face… actually, no, I have no idea. This thing doesn't even have eyes.

In any case, we'd finally made it *this* far.

The sixth scale. With only one of the seven remaining, this was the turning point in the [Great Serpent of Dust] strategy, and also the limit of what I could reach solo.

After all, if the goal was simply to run around and destroy all the scales, I could just outrun the serpent and do a marathon myself. With the twenty percent stat boost from Spectate Yell, it wouldn't even be impossible to do it while carrying Sora.

So why did I choose a strategy where I pinned this thing down and had Sora do the running? The answer is…

"—Hah, knew you'd do that!"

The great serpent, which had been diligently chasing me despite being concerned about its dwindling body parts, suddenly turned its massive body.

Its behavior routine was the same, even with a partner this time. This was the absolute worst, most infuriating element that had made my solo clear impossible.

Turning its head in what was presumably the direction of the final scale, the great serpent dove into the sand to burrow—like hell I'll let you!

"ORA!"

I smashed the massive head aside with a horizontal swing of my [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer] just as it tried to dive into the sand. The damage was still negligible, but as long as I could interrupt it, that was enough.

The moment the sixth scale is destroyed, it tries to perform a certain scripted action. That action is burrowing into the sand to instantly *teleport* to the final scale.

It's relatively easy to interrupt by just wailing on it, but it completely ignores defense, evasion, and counterattacks, single-mindedly trying to reach the final scale. The moment that action is completed, our defeat is all but guaranteed.

This absolute bastard teleports ahead of you so you can't possibly catch up, then coils around the scale to protect it. To top it off, it unleashes its damaging sand field at full power, but not only does the slip damage skyrocket, the effective range covers the entire battlefield. It's basically a death sentence.

This super-unreasonable sandstorm seems to be a desperate move for the serpent, as its own HP also decreases as if it's sacrificing its life force. But it's painfully obvious which will run out first: the boss's massive HP pool or the already-depleted player's.

No matter what, we'd die first. And trying to interrupt it becomes impossible because getting close accelerates the damage to near-instant-death levels. In other words, letting it reach that last scale means a guaranteed gimmick failure.

This is where I got stuck. There was no way to beat teleportation no matter how fast I ran, and while I could interrupt its burrowing, I couldn't do that and head for the scale at the same time.

So, I even got clever and tried to map out all the scale locations on a marathon run, planning to snipe the last one with a thrown weapon… but after running around the battlefield for over two hours, I only ever found six. The moment the thought crossed my mind that the seventh one might only appear after breaking the sixth, my spirit broke.

"Well, I guess I could have just carried her part of the way… but still!"

I'm not above using any means necessary to win, but this was finally Sora's chance to shine. If we failed, we could just try again. So I wanted her to do it with her own power from start to finish.

No longer paying me any mind, the great serpent repeatedly tried to burrow toward the seventh scale. I just kept hitting its head like it was a home run derby. With no need to worry about counterattacks, I had a little more breathing room and scanned the area.

I couldn't see the seventh scale, nor could I see Sora running around looking for it. But her status bar, still fluctuating wildly, was a clear testament to her struggle.

"—Hah, huff…!"

Sora drove the tip of her sword into a creature biting her leg, then narrowly dodged the next one that leaped at her from the side. "Not yet, not yet," she thought, her heart racing as she glanced at the ring on her right hand. The moment it lit up, Sora, who had stopped to fight defensively, broke into a run.

"[Heal Light]—!"

She cast the location-based healing spell in her path, then ran straight through the veil of green light that appeared. Unlike the Potions that Haru called "useless," Sora's magic was an instant-recovery type. However, it was still a low-level spell that any rookie could learn, and while its healing power was practical, it came with various restrictions.

The biggest problem was its long cast time. The charge time to cast the spell was about eight seconds. That number, not even reaching ten, felt terrifyingly long in the midst of a battle filled with split-second decisions.

She hadn't noticed it when she was just watching from the back, but now that she was on the front lines, Sora was shocked by the overwhelming difference in her perception of time.

Eight seconds, which should have been over in a flash, felt agonizingly distant. Furthermore, if the caster's concentration was broken during the cast time, the spell would, of course, fail.

She wasn't particularly bad at it, but she couldn't move around too much while maintaining the mental focus for the spell. Stopping to fight back was the most she could manage.

"If I'd known this would happen…!"

I should have put more status points into AGI. Regret for what could have been filled her as her slightly-too-slow speed failed to shake the pursuing Suckers.

Run while taking hits, stop to activate healing magic and endure, then run again. It was an endless cycle, and as Sora raced across the desert, her body and spirit were in tatters.

To put it mildly, she was a wreck… but a sense of exhilaration and fulfillment she had never known in her previous adventures as a support character washed over her. A smile bloomed on the sand-caked girl's face.

"I can't exactly judge Haru-san for his antics now… heh!"

She let out a wry smile, aware of the grin on her own cheeks as she stabbed her sword into the bubbling sand at her feet.

He had calmed down a lot recently, but her partner's frenzied behavior from when they first met flashed in her mind. While she wasn't going *that* far, she couldn't help but feel a little exasperated at herself for smiling in the midst of such a disastrous situation.

Now that she kind of understood the feeling, maybe she should cut him some slack for his maniacal laughter. As she mentally revised her standards for being "weirded out" by Haru, her eyes—caked with sand and surrounded by man-eating fish—caught sight of it.

"—Hah, the seventh one!!"

A great scale, shining brightly and wreathed in a dust cloud far thicker than the others. Haru had been fuming that he could never find it… but seeing the crater-like depression around it, it had probably been buried in the sand until the sixth one was destroyed.

"Hah, this is…"

Seeing the area around the scale, Sora instinctively stopped.

The depression surrounding the scale—a perfect circle of constantly sliding sand, like an antlion's pit. It was like nature's maw, ready to trap any intruder.

Sora's gradually developing *gamer sense* was telling her something.

—*Yeah, I'm probably not getting out of this.*

The Sucker attacks hadn't stopped, and there was no guarantee they would once she jumped into this pit. What's more, if the attacks continued, Sora would end up at the bottom of the crater, completely surrounded by sand.

If that happened, she wouldn't just be attacked from her feet, but from all directions—

"—"

"Ah…"

She thought she heard a voice from far away. Was it the great serpent's roar, or the defiant cry of the small figure opposing it? The sound was so faint, lost in the dust, that she couldn't even tell whose it was. That tiny sound, quieter than the wind…

—*It's a game, so let's have fun.*

It was something Haru always said to encourage her whenever she was overwhelmed by this incredible world.

For some reason, it came back to her then.

"Hah…!!"

Kicking aside the hesitation that had held her at the edge of the crater, Sora threw herself into the antlion pit.

Just as she'd thought, the flowing sand acted like a slide, pulling her body downward. It might be a different story for Haru, who had mastered the otherworldly technique of aerial jumping, but Sora probably couldn't climb back up.

While jumping into what was effectively a deathtrap—a smile played on Sora's lips.

"Because it's a game—"

She somehow controlled her body as it was carried by the current of sand and raised her sword high. The familiar sight of bubbling sand surrounded her as she slid—but she didn't care anymore.

Either way, the status bar in the corner of her vision told her she was out of time. There was no choice but to dive in.

Yes, if she was going to do it, she would have an adventure she could never have in her real life.

"You have to have fun—right?!"

Channeling all the momentum from her slide, she brought the sword down in a powerful overhead strike on the final scale.

The straight sword that had shattered six scales before shattered the great scale in the same way—unleashing an explosive blast of light and sound unlike any before, swallowing Sora along with the sand.
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			"Wha—?!"

A pillar of light erupted in the distance with a deafening boom. Before I could even process it, the battlefield began to transform at a staggering pace.

First, the great serpent's behavior changed. The beast, which had been seething with rage, suddenly tensed up and began to warily scan its surroundings. It was no longer stubbornly trying to reach the seventh scale, nor did it show any signs of attacking me as I stood nearby.

Then there was the sandstorm that had been tormenting me. Not only did the damaging cloud around the serpent vanish, but all the sand that had been whipping across the battlefield was blown away, clearing up around the pillar of light.

And most importantly, the massive tower of flowing sand that served as both the landmark of the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] and the stage for this boss fight—began to collapse.

"We did it… I think?"

With such a clear shift in the situation, even I could figure it out. Sora must have succeeded in destroying the seventh scale.

And that meant—

"Alright… I'm going in blind from here on out."

It meant that from this point on, I'd have to rely completely on improvisation.

First, I needed to quickly identify what kind of pattern would follow the gimmick's completion, and then—

"…………Huh?"

As my mind raced, a questioning sound escaped my lips unconsciously.

The thing is, as the tower of flowing sand collapsed from the top down, a deep rumbling that resonated to the pit of my stomach had started—and, uh, it's still going?

*Even though the tower of flowing sand has already crumbled into nothing.*

"…………The hell?"

And this rumbling, this feeling of the desert vibrating—I recognize it. I'd experienced it very recently, while being *chased* by *it*, and I couldn't help but remember.

Then, a cry echoed nearby.

I looked over and saw the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust], its aura of absolute dominance gone—cowering in fear.

My sense of unease grew.

I had expected that once all the scales were destroyed, a cutscene would trigger and the fight would end. Or, perhaps, the serpent would be significantly weakened, and we'd have to fight it again.

Both were common scenarios for this kind of large-scale boss fight… but something felt very wrong.

There's no background music in Arcadia. But right now, a certain BGM was blasting at full volume inside my head.

What was that song again—ah, I remember. It was from that rather gruesome movie I watched with my dad behind my mom's back when I was a kid…

"—A monster panic movie, I think?"

A bizarre scene that could only be described as "the desert exploding." And from beneath it, red emerged.

Red, red, red, red, red, red, red—a literal sea of it, the dark red of dried blood.

A massive horde of [Desert Serpents] poured in, as if to close the circle of the battlefield, which had lost its walls of flowing sand.

Their target seemed to be a single point: the great serpent next to me, which had finally started shrieking in a frenzy. I had no idea what their objective was, but one thing was certain in this situation.

I was going to get run over, no matter what.

And that was even more true for—

"Sora—!!"

—the girl who was likely at the epicenter of that pillar of light, somewhere between the center and the outer edge of the arena. She would be hit first.

I unceremoniously tossed my straight sword into my inventory and kicked off the sand with all my might. The AGI I had poured excessive points into exploded underfoot, sending sand flying.

The pillar of light was long gone, but I remembered its direction. A straight-line dash wouldn't take long with my agility.

The effect of [Idaten] was rapidly decaying, and the sandy terrain threatened to trip me up. If I slipped at top speed, my durability-less body would be grated into oblivion. But I couldn't slow down now.

I cursed myself for freezing up for those few seconds. Who would reach Sora's presumed location first, me or the moray eels? It was going to be a close call.

"Nngh—…!!"

My super-high-speed dash, covering several meters in a single step, was less like running and more like bounding. The unnatural gait, something impossible in reality, began to mess with my brain's ability to control my body.

Even with [Idaten], *five seconds*. That was the limit I could control my body at the top speed my 430 AGI afforded me, including equipment bonuses. And—

"Gah—?!"

As if to say, "I told you so," my heel dug into the sand at the wrong angle, and I lost my balance. There was no correcting a slip-up that happened in a fraction of a second. In a motion far more violent than a simple fall, my body was flung diagonally upward.

For a moment, my thoughts blanked. No, bad, this is bad—as my brain started spewing useless words, my body, left behind…

"—[Quick Change]."

…moved almost automatically.

I summoned the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer] to my empty hand and—the next instant, the super-heavy weight, normally too much for my strength, registered. I grit my teeth against the brutal impact that felt like it would rip my arm off, and watched as my HP, which had been below twenty percent, dropped by another seventy percent of what was left.

Pulled by a weight far exceeding my own, my wildly spinning body was forced into a single, arcing rotation—and then, *Quick Change*.

Twisting my body, I extended my hand, summoned a dagger beneath my feet, and kicked off it with all my might, breaking free from the forced rotation. My entire body screamed from the reckless maneuver, and my HP dropped even further—but I survived.

"Hells yeah!!"

Landing with enough force to blow the sand away, I immediately started running again, skipping any braking. The few seconds of lost time hurt, and honestly, I have no conscious memory of how I pulled that off, but I was alive and still running—good enough!

To reduce the risk of another accident, I lowered my leg turnover rate, which meant extending my jump distance and taking fewer steps. It looked more like I was leaping than running, but it gave me a sliver more control without sacrificing speed.

Alright, she should be close… there, found her! I've come to save you, princess!!

"Sora!!"

Even against the similarly colored sand, her golden hair shone.

The sudden and overwhelming situation must have wiped the thought of "running" from her mind. The girl, who had been standing frozen, staring blankly at the tsunami of Serpents, snapped her head around at the sound of my voice.

"H-Haru-sa—what, what is that…?!"

Her eyes were spinning as she desperately pointed at the horde, but unfortunately, there was no time for questions. I pushed her frenzy aside for later and reached out my hand as I ran up.

"—I'm counting on you!!"

Just those few words. Sora, whose ability to instantly grasp my intentions I trusted completely, responded in a flash once again.

"Hah, [Spectate—"

I pulled her small hand as it clung to mine and lifted her into my arms. Whether it was due to the situation or the desperate look on my face, Sora wrapped her arms around me without any of her usual shyness and…

"—Yell]!!"

…unleashed her trump card without hesitation.

Ignoring the phosphorescent glow enveloping my body, I looked up to see a writhing wall already upon us. Contact was seconds away—

"Hold on tight!!"

"Hah…!"

The feeling of her pressing against me, her body heat—sorry to say, but I had no time for that. Sora held on tight, and without a moment's hesitation, I *leaped* into the sky.

An AGI value of 430. With the twenty percent boost from [Spectate Yell], my effective value was over 500. The fastest of the top players currently pushing the frontiers of the game have a value of around 350. Simple math puts me at roughly 1.5 times that monstrous stat.

With a blast of sand from the force of my takeoff, our bodies soared high into the air—and easily *cleared the top* of the oncoming tsunami.

"We're fly—!!?"

Sora let out a cry of shock from my arms. And of course she would—hell, I was surprised myself.

"Are you serious…?!"

Somehow managing to control my body after jumping to a completely unexpected height, I held onto Sora tightly to make sure she wouldn't fall—it was less holding and more of a desperate hug at this point—and let out a panicked cry of my own.

Wait a sec, I jumped at least twenty meters vertically! Even with [Jumble Step (Jump Enhancement)], I was expecting half that at best and planned to use the Serpents' heads as footholds—

"...! Whatever, it worked…!"

I was shocked, but the result was that we had escaped the immediate danger. The Serpent tsunami wasn't that deep, so if we just flew over it and landed behind them, we wouldn't be run over.

"…Seriously, how are you *supposed* to beat this thing?"

I couldn't help but feel like I was doing something fundamentally wrong. I muttered in a daze, looking down at the hellish scene below.

"Hh…! Hh…!"

As we began to fall and the wind roared past us, Sora let out a series of choked cries. It's one thing for me, who willingly jumped into the air, but of course flying and falling would be terrifying for a normal person.

"Sorry, Sora, I'm letting go with one hand."

Aerial jumps required at least one free hand. Sora just clung to me even tighter without a word. Supporting her with my right arm, I contorted my body into what I can only describe as a bizarre pose and summoned a weapon beneath my feet.

After a few decelerating jumps, we landed back on the desert sand. I set down a dizzy Sora, who collapsed in a heap. She looked even more exhausted than the battered state I'd found her in.

"Yeah, sorry. I didn't expect to jump that high…"

If someone picked me up and jumped twenty meters into the air without warning, then dropped, I'd probably be in the same state—well, if we're talking about me before I learned to aerial jump, anyway.

When I bowed my head in apology, Sora looked up and shook her head vigorously. The next moment, just as she was about to speak, she froze.

Sora's gaze was fixed on something behind me… Hmm? Come to think of it, it's gotten noisy behind me—

"—Huh?"

Sora's expression was one I'd never seen before, as if she were looking at something truly horrifying. I followed her trembling gaze, and turning around, I froze as well.

I'll say it again, but this time without the question mark—this is a monster panic movie.

Where we were staring, dumbfounded—the great serpent was being *eaten*.
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			In this world of sand, a merciless, law-of-the-jungle spectacle had suddenly begun—no, this was the strong devouring the weak.

The majestic beast that had seemed so invincible in a one-on-one fight was now a pathetic sight. Swarmed by countless Serpents, the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust] was being ravaged without even a chance to resist.

They coiled around it, bit into it, tore it apart… It was subjected to the absolute violence of numbers, unable to even let out a proper scream—

"Haaaah—... Wait… this is a little…"

*Isn't this a bit much?*

Suddenly faced with a hardcore monster splatter flick, I finally snapped out of my daze and glanced beside me. As for Sora… ah, well, yeah.

It's a bit late to remember, but Arcadia is a game. This world isn't real; it's a digitally controlled dream world. It's a virtual world that's indistinguishable from the real one.

Now, even with the prerequisite that this is all a game, a work of fiction, what happens when someone with no tolerance for *that sort of thing* is forced to experience it not through a screen, but with their own eyes, ears, and skin? What would happen?

"Hh… hah… ha…"

"Sora."

Her eyes were wide open as she sat collapsed on the ground, her breathing erratic, as if she were hyperventilating. I crouched beside her, placed a hand on her shoulder, and leaned in to meet her gaze.

"Sora, calm down."

I spoke to her, but she probably couldn't hear me. I've seen someone in a similar state of panic in real life, and she looked pretty much the same.

*—Look, personally, I consider this hyper-realistic, shocking footage to be part of what makes this an amazing game, but still…*

Voicing a criticism of this game that I may have never had before, I pulled Sora close, hugging her head to tear her away from the carnage she was fixated on.

I tried to pat her back with a deliberately lighthearted rhythm, repeating that it was okay, that it was just a game. To varying degrees, even I felt something welling up inside me, so I was in no mood to laugh at her trembling body.

While I was struggling to calm Sora, the situation before me—visible over her shoulder—continued to evolve.

Swept away by a tsunami of dozens, maybe even hundreds of Serpents, the great serpent was already gone, devoured. I couldn't find its azure color, swallowed by a sea of red.

—And then, of all things, the second act began.

"Hey, hey…"

Well, it seems the great serpent that gave me so much trouble has been cleaned up completely. How do I know? Because now the Serpents have started an endless cycle of cannibalism among themselves.

The sight of countless creatures swarming one was intense, but the sight of countless creatures devouring each other was no less shocking. It was a scene straight out of hell… This is going to be in my nightmares.

*Are they going to keep eating each other until only one is left…? Yeah, that seems likely…*

If that's the case, I should have a little time. I could try to calm Sora down in the meantime… or maybe, it'd be better to just—

"Sora, if this is really getting to you, let's just log out for a bit."

She seemed to… hear me. Confirming a faint reaction, I continued, consciously keeping my voice gentle.

"I'll protect your body, so you can log back in when you've calmed down."

One of Arcadia's features is that if you log out outside a safe zone like a town, your avatar remains in place. Naturally, even an empty avatar's HP will decrease if attacked, and death means an unavoidable death penalty. What's more, as if to punish lazy players who don't take proper precautions, the penalty is even heavier.

"Hey, you can't help it. They spring a splatter scene on you that'd make even a guy flinch. It's obviously going to be tough for a girl."

I could tell she was trying to respond, but her mouth just twitched unnaturally, unable to form words. I don't know if such symptoms can occur in a virtual world, but it looked exactly like a panic-induced seizure.

I remember seeing something similar back when I worked at a convenience store. A female college student ended up like that after our gangster-like manager started screaming at her in the back room.

He was yelling at her for some ridiculous, trumped-up reason, so I teamed up with my senior—a guy built like a rugby player—and we ran him off. But, well, that's another story.

Anyway, it was pointless to try and force a response out of her. I started talking even more than usual, trying to drill into her head that she shouldn't worry because I wasn't worried.

In truth, Sora had done nothing wrong. Anyone who saw something like that out of the blue would be justified in developing trauma and spamming the GMs with inquiries.

In fact, I'm going to. You're gonna pay for scaring my sweet, brave partner like this. You better be ready, because I'm prepared to fight…!!

"See? So for now, just leave the rest to your big bro and take a little break."

When I stated it as a final decision, Sora looked up—ah, don't give me that on-the-verge-of-tears look, my protective instincts are about to erupt.

"There, you see?"

She must have understood the state she was in. With a short prompt, Sora gave a small nod. With a trembling left hand—the one she could still move, it seemed—she called up the logout screen… called it up, and then paused.

"…Sora?"

About eight seconds passed. I called out to her, puzzled—and just after, a veil of green light enveloped us both.

It was her parting gift—while I was marveling at how she could manage that when she could barely even think, Sora gently pressed her forehead against my chest once, then tapped the logout button.

"………………"

The strength drained from Sora's body as she leaned against me. Her consciousness had logged out, leaving behind an empty shell of an avatar—which is to say,

"…Could you stop being so damn brave and sweet?"

I'm a teenage boy, the world's easiest mark, you know? The kind of creature that falls in love just because someone picks up his eraser, probably.

The avatar left in my arms conveyed a weight far greater than just its physical presence.

…I don't know how this is going to play out, but I absolutely cannot let this end with a "Whoops, sorry, we both died♪" I played the part of the dependable man, so I have to protect her other half, no matter what.

"…Alright, up we go."

An unconscious person is heavy. I'd heard that before, and it was true. It wasn't just the weight, but the fact that they couldn't balance themselves, which increased the burden on me.

I lifted Sora's avatar in a now-familiar princess carry and looked over at the swarm of Serpents, whose numbers had already dwindled considerably.

Those that were defeated vanished in a phosphorescent glow, so at least the scene wasn't a hellscape littered with torn-apart corpses.

Visually, the situation was becoming a bit more manageable—but I had a feeling it wasn't going to end like this. Something was going to happen, probably when the Serpents were down to the last one.

And a short while later, my speculation turned to certainty.

"Ah… so that's how it is?"

Having won the bloody cannibalistic free-for-all, a single [Desert Serpent] raised its head to the heavens and let out a victorious roar. And at that moment, the change began.

With a strange noise, like a great tree snapping, cracks appeared on the Serpent's body. Starting from its head, they instantly spread across its entire form, and soon, its massive body began to split open.

"…So you weren't a moray eel. You were a 'serpent' after all."

It was a molting, but it also resembled a metamorphosis. I had no way of knowing the exact trigger or the details, but it must be an evolution—the result of devouring its predecessor and all of its kin.

Shedding its outer skin, a crimson-black armor of sand, it revealed a brilliant azure color, more radiant than the one I'd seen before. The spiky crest on its head and the bladed lines spiraling its body were still underdeveloped… but I knew what its grown form looked like.

The only clear difference from the [Dusty Worm, Great Serpent of Dust] was the pair of emerald eyes in its sockets. The creature shook off the clinging remnants of its old skin as if annoyed, and—majestically raised its head.

As I watched its 'evolution' in stunned silence, a status bar popped up above the head of the newly-formed great serpent.

Its name was—[Bastide, Scion of Dust].
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			"So, [Bastide, Scion of Dust], huh…"

Its HP bar had two layers. Compared to the five-layered monstrosity of its predecessor, it seemed considerably weaker.

Its appearance, too… various parts of it were clearly still developing, and its smooth, glossy hide looked rather soft, having just molted.

But—what was this? This awful feeling.

I had a few ideas about bosses with the 'incomplete form' attribute that appear in the second half of a battle, after a much more intimidating boss serves as the opening act.

For example, sometimes they're weaker than the first boss, just as they appear.

For example, sometimes they're given absurdly high stats, contrary to their appearance.

For example—in exchange for their frail bodies, they're sometimes given some kind of cheat ability.

"—Tch!?"

It was pure reflex—no, not even reflex. Acting on some kind of premonition, I had instantly leaped back from my spot.

In the next moment, right before my eyes—a storm.

"Whoa!?"

What suddenly erupted was a sandstorm, no, a sand tornado. A pillar of sand that could easily swallow a truck raged, scattering a deafening grating sound as massive amounts of sand scraped against each other.

I was hit by a simultaneous gust of wind, and my airborne body was sent drifting. I readjusted my grip on Sora's avatar to protect her and hurriedly tried to control my posture to land—ah, crap, you've got to be kidding me…!

A dry laugh escaped me as I looked up at a scene that had transformed into a new kind of 'hell.' I've had enough already, what is this!?

You could call it a swarm of tornadoes. The sight of countless sand tornadoes, large and small, rampaging chaotically was one of the scenes you might imagine if asked to picture "the end of the world."

What was hilarious was that the one that had launched the first attack on me was one of the smaller ones. The larger ones were big enough to easily swallow not just the [Scion of Dust] that had likely caused this phenomenon, but even the thirty-meter-long [Great Serpent of Dust].

If the great serpent was a physical cataclysm, then the scion was—no, that doesn't matter! What the hell is a physical cataclysm?! My brain is fried!!

"Dammit, I don't know what the clear condition is! What am I supposed to do?! This is seriously final-boss-level content!!"

Shielding Sora from the violent curtain of sand kicked up by the tornadoes, I let out a stream of curses at this game design that had finally gone off the rails.

And crap, in the end it's an area-wide damage zone anyway!?

It seemed the raging sandstorm wasn't just for show. Looking closely, I noticed our HP was slowly being chipped away.

The rate of depletion was still merciful compared to the life-or-death battle against the serpent I experienced solo. But it was still a definite, ticking clock leading to a game over.

*Sora, you're a lifesaver… If I hadn't gotten that heal, I would've been toast instantly.*

My HP wasn't full, but it was restored to about seventy percent. Sora's was below half, but since her VIT stat also affects her HP, her total should be higher than mine.

Judging by the rate of decrease—I had about five minutes of leeway, no, maybe four.

"Think…!"

Where is this insane game design leading?!

If I'm supposed to defeat that thing from this position—it's going to be difficult. I can't wield a weapon while holding Sora's avatar. Since she's unconscious, I can't have her hold on, and I have no intention of just dropping her in a desert where lethal tornadoes roam chaotically.

So in that case, it's a checkmate. I'll have to survive as long as I can, and then, though it'll be incredibly embarrassing after acting so cool, I'll have no choice but to apologize to Sora.

After deciding on one route I'd very much like to avoid, I search for other possibilities—Daaamn it, this is so annoying!!!

"What's wrong with you, amazing game! You've suddenly become the epitome of a trash game!!"

Forced into all-out evasion by the tornadoes that were not only numerous but also moved erratically at a speed that made me want to complain that they'd messed up the settings, I couldn't even think straight and just screamed profanities.

It wasn't just the tornadoes; this sandstorm was the spawn of Satan. I tried to look around for some kind of hint, but my visibility was so poor that it was impossible—tch!?

"Gah—my ba—ck!!?"

As I desperately fled from the oncoming tornadoes, something tripped my feet without warning. I lost control and went tumbling, Sora and all—and as my whole body slammed into the ground, a searing sense of wrongness shot through me.

"What, it's hard…!?"

My head spun from a sensation clearly different from diving into sand. I frantically looked around for Sora's avatar, which I'd dropped—and then I noticed.

"Huh…?"

—Something that should have been there was gone. No, more accurately, it had decreased.

It was the very thing that had tormented me, toyed with me, and at the same time, supported me throughout this [Great Flowing Sand Cavern]—in other words, the sand.

The sand that had always been overflowing at my feet was now completely gone, revealing the bare skin of sandstone, the same color as the cavern ceiling.

I see. I wasn't tripped. The ground I'd been on before sank slightly when I stepped on it, but compared to that, the feel of the hard rock surface just made it seem that way.

"What is—"

*What is happening?* I pulled Sora, who was right beside me, close and forced my confused mind to work, trying to assess the situation.

Now that I've realized it, the change is so dramatic that I wonder how I didn't notice it sooner. Not all of it, but most of the sea of sand that had been enough to call the inside of the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] a desert, had vanished.

Where did it go—no, I see.

The intensely dense sandstorm that was currently blocking my vision. And the raging sand tornadoes that were still rampaging. It was all being used as a resource for those, changing the battlefield—

"—!"

One possibility flashed through my mind.

In games, large-scale terrain changes are a rare element. And when they're not natural but man-made, they almost certainly carry some kind of 'intent.'

For example, to signal the appearance of some kind of 'path.'

In that case, there must be something. Amidst this god-awful visibility—no, precisely *because* of the poor visibility, this game, being a game, has an obligation to inform the player of 'it' in some way.

There has to be a hint.

There has to be a landmark.

Something that indicates 'it,' in a way that will always catch the player's eye, no matter where they are on the battlefield—

"—, "

I stood up, holding my partner's avatar, and ignored the tornadoes grazing past me as I stared intently at the field, completely absorbed.

A sensation I sometimes experience during high-speed maneuvers came over me. My consciousness slipped out from behind me, as if I were viewing the world from a third-person perspective, threads of perception spreading out into the space.

There were only three things visible in my current situation. The sandstorm, the tornadoes—and the [Scion of Dust], standing tall towards the ceiling, faintly glowing.

Among these, there's only one thing with a distinct movement. It is—

"………………………………Hah."

The moment my eyes caught *it*, a dry laugh escaped me unconsciously.

At its unnaturalness, at its obscurity—at the sheer malice of the designer, I couldn't suppress a nasty grin.

I dodged a tornado coming straight at me. Leaping far to the side to avoid it, I—didn't stop moving anymore.

"You think you can just toss me around however you want?! Fine by me! I'll clear this thing if it kills me!!"
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			The number of tornadoes, which were clearly under the command of the [Scion of Dust], was literally countless. Their numbers weren't even constant; they rose up and dissipated repeatedly, seemingly without any pattern at all—or so it seemed.

But there was one spot, within a certain area, where the tornadoes were suspiciously concentrated. I only noticed it by pure chance; my gaze and thoughts just happened to align.

Besides the density, there was one other clear difference. Only the tornadoes in that area continued to move without dissipating. And at first glance, they seemed to be moving chaotically, but they were tracing a complex yet fixed pattern—I think.

Honestly, while I thought, "This has to be it," I had no proof. But I had no time to spare, either. There was no way I could calmly deliberate in the middle of this disaster. Are you kidding me?

Thanks to Sora, who gave it her all at the very end, my HP was somehow holding up. Clicking my tongue at the tornadoes that annoyingly blocked my path, I ran through the desert—or what used to be a desert before it lost its sand—at the very limit of my speed without crashing.

And what I found ahead was—

"Bingo!!"

In a corner of the battlefield where the unceasing tornadoes raged, at the center of the storm they formed as if to protect it—a massive door lay flat on the sandstone ground.

Lay flat was not an inaccurate description. The door—which looked more like a giant hexagonal manhole cover than a door—was set into the ground, not a wall.

I broke through the multiple layers of defense formed by the massive number of tornadoes, designed to be the final barrier, with a single word: "annoying," thanks to my excessive AGI.

Once I found it, reaching the goal was surprisingly easy. However, there was no handle to serve its purpose as a door—but I was so done with sand at this point. I couldn't even be bothered to panic.

I won't hold back, I won't hesitate—this conspicuously designed crack means one thing, right? Huh?

"…[Quick Change]."

Placing Sora's avatar behind me for protection, I raised my hands and summoned my beloved—no, my beloved blunt instrument, the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer], which felt more like a trusty weapon than even the [White-Flawed Straight Sword].

"Haaaaaaaaaaaaah…"

Let me be clear, I'm exhausted. I'm way past my limit. What kind of fourth beginner area is this? A beginner would cry. Are you a raid boss? You've got too many mechanics. Is this some indie game where you can do whatever you want? And sand sucks. The gimmick design sucks too. All in all, I had fun, but that aside, it's all crap.

But most of all, the fact that you needlessly scared a sweet, hardworking girl and forced her to log out—

"I won't forgive you—I'm never coming back to an area like this again!!"

I slammed the great iron hammer down with all my frustration, and the door shattered with an anticlimactic explosion.

I had no HP to spare, and there was nothing left here to hold me back. I respectfully picked up the body of my partner, who should undoubtedly be praised as the MVP of this battle, and headed for the familiar light of the portal that had appeared beyond the shattered door.

And just as I was about to jump into the vortex of blue light without hesitation—that 'voice' reached me, carried on the dust, as if to stop me.

"—…"

"Huh…?"

It was like a song.

The sound of the wind, or perhaps a flute—it was hard to describe, but the singing voice had a strange magnetism, enough to stop me in my tracks even though I was rather ticked off.

What was that? Before the question could leave my lips, a premonition of the largest 'change' yet assaulted me.

We were already quite far away, and the massive form of the [Scion of Dust] was just a hazy shadow in the depths of the sandstorm. The moment I saw something flash at the top of its head, it happened.

A wave of some invisible force spread out in a circle, explosively. The wave, originating from the scion, passed through our bodies—and by then, I had already followed my instinct and built a 'wall.'

I crossed the [Giant's Hand Axe] and the [Distorted Iron Lump Hammer] and thrust them into the sandstone, then wedged the [White-Flawed Straight Sword] between them to create a makeshift frame. Then I pulled out the [Desert Serpent's Sand Armor Hide] from my inventory and used it as a cover to fill the gaps, creating a makeshift barrier in a split-second, purely instinctive action.

I didn't know if this would protect us. I didn't even know if a natural material item had object-like durability—but it was coming.

I held Sora's avatar close and pressed my back against the crude barrier as if to add my own body to it, and in that instant—a roaring wind of sand shot past.

I regret to say that this might have been the moment in this boss fight when I most thought, "I'm dead."

The shockwave ran like a ripple to the outer edge of the vast, circular battlefield in the center of the desert of flowing sand. The sandstorm, touched by it, dissipated all at once, and a massive torrent of sand rushed in, following the wave.

Honestly, I don't know if the barrier I threw up at the last second did any good. I thought it would be swallowed by the sand in an instant, its HP scattered as it exploded—but that's not what happened.

"…Nothing can surprise me anymore."

As if with a will of its own, the wall of flowing sand parted before the barrier, rushing past us by a hair's breadth. Seeing that, I finally gave up and said, "Whatever happens, happens," and slid down from the beloved sword I was leaning against.

I should have just ignored the pull of the 'song' and jumped into the portal. I said I was full, didn't I? What's going to happen this time…

If this leads to another grueling athletic challenge, I'm honestly tempted to just kill myself and go back to town. But the sleeping princess in my arms won't allow such an escape.

No, Sora wouldn't mind; she'd probably even be considerate. But this is a matter of my pride. When a guy tries to act cool in front of a girl, he can't back down.

I mocked myself for using Sora as a mental pick-me-up whenever I felt like breaking, and looked ahead—at the sand flowing into the outer perimeter of the battlefield.

In terms of time, it was about ten-odd seconds. The wall of flowing sand that surrounded us eventually broke, and a sand tsunami of unimaginable mass reached the outer edge of the battlefield.

For a moment, I thought it would just cascade into the desert outside the battlefield—

"Ah, right… I see."

Seeing the change that occurred there, I nodded in understanding, still lying down in a state of exhaustion.

The [Great Flowing Sand Cavern]—its symbol, the giant tower of ever-flowing sand.

The seven great scales that were the key to the gimmick were probably wedges supporting the tower with some kind of supernatural force. With all of them shattered, the flowing sand lost its power and collapsed.

From there, after the monster panic and splatter show, the [Scion of Dust] was born. It was probably the successor to the [Great Serpent of Dust]… or rather, a usurper king who had seized the throne.

So this was a kind of ritual for the newly crowned one to build its own throne—no, its castle.

The wavering ring of sand rose in a spiral, intertwining and melting together as it reached the ceiling. The mottled surface gradually lost its strangeness, and in a matter of dozens of seconds, its form…

"…Back to normal, huh."

I threw the weapons and items I'd used for the barrier back into my inventory and sat up, casting a weary look at the now-peaceful battlefield.

Having gone through all this, I've somehow… well, it's just speculation, but I've come to understand the background of this boss battle to some extent.

In other words, the protagonist in this place is not the player, but—

"Well… I'll find out the answer later."

The still-unbroken song echoed across the sandstone ground, now devoid of sand. With that melody, too graceful for a usurper's victory roar, at my back, this time I walked towards the portal without stopping.

I glanced back once, but the new serpent king didn't even spare me a look. Its form, blurred by the faintly blowing sandstorm, felt somewhat sacred.

"…Take care."

My exhausted, listless words mingled with the sand and drifted away. Silently grumbling "I'm never coming back" once more, I threw myself into the portal, still holding my partner.

◇ You have cleared the [Great Flowing Sand Cavern] ◇

◇ You have acquired titles ◇

・'Conqueror of the Sand Sea'

・'Witness to the Usurpation'

◇ You have acquired skills ◇

・Adaptive Sprint

・[Floating Leaf]

◇ Your skills have grown ◇

・[Jumble Step] ⇒ [Featherfoot]

・[Carry Running] ⇒ [Escort Runner]

――――――――――――――――――

◇Status◇

Name: Haru

Lv: 62 ⇒ 65(30)

STR (Strength): 30

AGI (Agility): 420(+10)

DEX (Dexterity