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to collect and analyze. No sooner than she made that discovery
did something hidden in the darkness catch her eyé. It appeared as
though a hole had been pierced through the darkness, making the
darkness even blacker than it was before.

She glared at the hole and noticed the way that the irregular form
warped as it slowly entered the area. It resembled a germ. She didn't
avert her eyes from the quickly expanding hole as she approached
it. She didn't hesitate, nor was she afraid. Her curiosity about the
phenomenon only heightened her instinct to move forward.

The hole grew nearer, but she didn’t think anything of it. After
all, it was merely devouring this world as it continued to gTOW.

She peered into the depths of the hole, but although her eyes
were adjusted to the darkness, she was unable to see what lay on the
other side. She nonchalantly walked up to the hole and reached out
her right hand to touch it. Just as the tips of her fingers were about
to make contact, tentacles suddenly emerged from the hole and
wrapped around her body, tugging her in.

She didn’t bother to resist, seeing no reason to defy the
tentacles. And thus, she was absorbed by the darkness.

She plummeted for some time after she was pulled into the
hole. It seemed as if she would fall forever. Perhaps she had been
thrown into an abyss, but it was impossible to say for certain
whether she was falling up or down considering there were no visual
indicators. The only things she could sense were the teeling of the
-wind on her skin and the general sensation of falling . . . but that

wasn't enough information to ascertain her current condition.
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surrounded him then was very much present now. In fact, it was so
strong that it seemed to gush out of him in the form of a raging
azure fire.

She followed him back to the unearthly area where data seemed
intertwined. She couldn' figure out why she'd returned to this area
or why she had followed him in the first place. She simply moved
on instinct,

She didn't know what Tri-Edge was after or understand why
he killed that PC, but it didn't seem as though he was randomly
attacking PCs. Although she didn't know what his motives were, she
was sure Iri-Edge had his reasons.

But first and foremost, what exactly was Tri-Edge? It was hard
to believe he was only a PC. But he was different from her, too.
Unlike him, she didn't possess any special powers that exceeded
system parameters. Even if she did have them, she wouldn't know
what to use them on.

She regarded Tri-Edge once again. He stood silent and
motionless, as if his soul had left his body. Of course, he may never
have had a soul to begin with. . . . She was attracted to the powerful
presence Iri-Edge emitted and was deeply impressed by his godlike
powers and his ability to condemn others without hesitation.

“Tri ... Edge . . " Her pink lips moved slightly as she said
his name.

Tri-Edge’s powerful presence was not the only thing that had
attracted her to him. He'd done something else that had impressed
her: he had brought “death.” That act had been carved deep within
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DAY ONE

After materializing in front of the Chaos Gate in Mac Anu’s Dome,
she simply stood there like an NPC. In fact, there were some new
players who had confused her with an NPC and went up to speak
with her. In the end, she didn't do anything except watch PCs busily
transport all day long.

DAY TWO

Midort left the Dome and began roaming Mac Anu. Because she
was only exploring the city to gather data, viewing everything as a
series of Os and s, it failed to stir any emotion in her. As she walked
around, several people asked her to join their parties, but seeing no

reason to form a party, she simply ignored them.
DAY THREE

Midori ventured out to a Grass Field, but as expected, 1t failed to
excite her in any way. She found the area very different from a Root
‘Town, however. This area was overrun with monsters. As soon as
they noticed a PC, they would attack the PC in accordance with
their programming, If she ignored them, she would die.

There were other PCs, too. In a field, these PCs could do

things that were otherwise impossible in a Root Town. They were

PKs, or Player Killers.
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worst-case scenarios; shed already psychologically prepared herself
for this. But somewhere in her heart, she found herself unable to face
the truth. She was herself.

“I'-am . ..” Midori began, hugging herself as she suffered in
stlent agony. “The only reason I exist . . .” If it wasn't for the real
Midorti, she would never have come to exist. Everything belonged
to the real Midori, and “Midori” possessed nothing that was truly
her own.

“Waaahhh!” she wailed, hiding her face in her hands.

Midort wasn't anything but a compilation of data, so her very
existence was a fabrication. When she finally reached that conclusion,
she found herself in a pit of absolute despair. She wanted to deny
everything. She would delete her data, if it were possible. Existing in
The World was pure torture—a living hell.

Even these thoughts and desires are nothing but lies, she thought
remorsefully.

This was a world where a tleeting thought could alter the
orientation of Os and Is. Despite the fact that she was created based
off a human cell, she couldn't escape the laws of The World as long
as she resided 1n it.

She vacillated between fits of sadness and unbridled suffering
as pain spewed from her heart. All five of Midori's senses were
convincing fabrications of the real ones, so in reality, she felt
nothing.

“Then why am I here?” she wondered aloud. In The World, she

was living for the Midori who was fated to die.
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“Ross, she’ll die if we're not careful.”

“Yourte right. We should probably heal her.”

“Good 1dea.”

Just as Negimaru was about to do as shed suggested, Bordeaux
caught sight of something tottering in the distance. She narrowed
her eyes to get a better look. Isn’t that . . . ?

There was a PC wandering around like a ghost drifting across
a field. She wore a vivid blue dress that reminded Bordeaux of the
ocean, and her long black hair fluttered in the wind.

Bordeaux recognized the PC. It was Midor.

If it isn’t the little lady, she said to herself. But Bordeaux quickly
realized that something wasn't right. Midor: was acting completely
different than she normally did. Usually she stood tall and proud as
she walked briskly against the wind.

Maybe it’s someone else. While Bordeaux was lost in thought,
Negimaru pulled out a Health Drink and healed Nanase.

“All set, Boss.”

Negimaru’s voice snapped Bordeaux back to reality. She glanced
over at Nanase, who looked as though she was barely able to stand.

“Uggghhh .. ”" Nanase curled up and closed her eyes tightly.
She was trembling like a small, frightened animal.

Bordeaux sniffed in disdain and said: “I think we’ll find better
entertainment over there.” She grinned evilly as she slowly dragged
her tongue across her blade. Her desire to be cruel ran clear down to
the core of her being. She was overcome with ecstasy as she quietly

took her first step forward.
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Midori stared at Bordeaux with glazed eyes. There’s no point in
beating me to death, she thought. The woman shone with glee as she
raised her blade.

After all, I'm not human. Bordeaux’s sword came plummeting
toward her.

I don’t have any emotions and I can’t feel pain. The blade with a rose
motif sliced at Midori’s body.

Even if I did feel pain, it isn’t anything more than a O turning into a I.
The blood oozing from her body dyed her clothes crimson.

See? Everything is merely a fabrication. The pain I feel as my body is
torn apart—even my very thoughts—are a sham. Midori’s body began to
slump.

“Why aren't you fighting back?” Bordeaux hacked at Midort's
body from every angle. “This isn't fun! You're boring me, little lady!
C’'mon and play with me!” she screamed out.

But Midori didn't respond to her taunting. She let Bordeaux do
with her as she pleased. Midori’s entire body was screaming out in
pain. The loss of blood was making her eyes grow blurry.

It’s pointless. You're wasting all of those emotions on me.

Strictly speaking, Bordeaux wasn't committing a PK, as PKing
Midori was no different from hunting the NPCs and monsters
in the game. As such, Bordeaux had nothing to gain from this.
But Bordeaux had no way of knowing that as she continued her
onslaught. It was as though she was making Midori dance in a
fountain flowing with her own blood.

Im just a . .. Midori’s body tlew into the air.
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was online helped Adamas feel a little better, but it didn't change a
thing if he still couldn't get in contact with her.

There were only a few places Midori might go. When she was
working, shed go to that one Grass Field. There was Mac Anu’s
Harbor District, too, but she wasn't in either location. Adamas left
the Dome and headed for the Central District.

There were countless PCs there. He looked each and every
one of them over and even eavesdropped on their conversations.
Nonetheless, he was unable to gather any information on
Midor1.

He decided to check out how things were going at Canard’s
guild shop, which was right in front of him. Silabus and Gaspard
were both there running the shop. Business was far from thriving
judging from the handful of customers there, but that didn't seem
to bother the pair.

Adamas was just about to call out to them, but Silabus beat
him to it as he greeted Adamas with a gentle smile. “Hey, nice of
you to drop by,” he said.

“Hi there!” Gaspard smiled with the innocence of a child as he
eagerly waved his right hand.

“Hello,” Adamas replied, nodding his head in greeting before
walking toward the two.

“Have you spoken to Midori yet?” Silabus asked. All Adamas
could do was shake his head to indicate the contrary.

“We've mailed her a bunch of times, but she hasnt responded

to a single message.’
g g
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his speculation, bade farewell to Silabus and Gaspard, and logged
out. Immediately afterward, he rushed over to the forum dedicated
to The World.

An astounding number of new threads were posted every day,
making it difficult to find the article Haseo had mentioned. Adamas
started at the top of the page and searched thread-by-thread until he

eventually came across the right one.

IZITRFC? BY IHOU

I ZAM A STEANGE FC IH MEC AL

THIME IT WAZ A FC7?

OF MAYEE IT'Z AN MPC FOR SOME EUEHMT?
TELL ME WMHRT IT I=!

FE: IZ ITHPCT BEBY EUVEMING ZTHFE
CHMT ZAY WITHOGUT MORE IMNFO FIRST .
BEE MOREE SFECIFIC.

SOREEY BY IHOU

ZHE MAZ WEARING A BLUE DRESS—MAYEE A K IMOMOT
WMHILE STUMELIMG ARCUND TOMM .

HEFR EYES LOOKED UVACAMT . ZHE WAS REALLY CREEPRY .

REOQUT HER EY EAJIURERA

I MIGHTH ZEEM HER TOOO!

SHEZ A PC WITH LOMG HAIR AMD LOOKS LIKE A
DOLLY., EIGHT?
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152/

=HE> IWM FIELDE, TOO BY YUMA
THRT’Z MHERE I ZHMW ZOMEQNE WHO MATCHES THART
DEZCREIPTION.

COME OM  BY EUENING =THFE
BE SURE TO RECORD ALL THE DETAILE IF ¥0OU SEE
HEF: .

QoORzZIE BY YUHMA

I FORGOT TQ PUT THRT DOMWH!

I WAS BEIHG HUNTED DOMWM BY A PE. 20 I DOMT
EEALLY EEMEMEER .

IT MAE A GEAZE FIELD.

ZOREY I CAMT BE MORE ZFECIFIC,

I'LL WEITE THE ARER HAME DOWM MEWT TIME I ZEE
HEF .

ZOUMDE INTERESTINMG EBY MIKAM
I THIMEKE I MIGHT G0 ZEARCH FORE HER .
MHAT IF SHE DROFPS ERARE ITEME?

FE BY ZHOKO

A FARETY OF THEEE I2 BEEATING HERE UP IM A GRRZS
FIELD.

MRYEBE SHE DEGFE ITEME .

IT Z0UMDE LIKE A NEW ZIDE QUEST.

WE ZHOULD CHECHK OUT THE QUEET ZHOP.,
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“My, I see youTe giving this all youve got,” Bordeaux said
haltheartedly as she shot a glance over at Midori. She must have lost
interest in the girl, for she returned her gaze back to Adamas.

Bordeaux and her lackeys attacked Adamas like ravenous
animals. Rather than succumb to fear, he stood ready to fend off
the oncoming assault.

Adamas . .. Midori said silently and dropped to her knees
before completely toppling over. It was possible that shed lost so
much blood that she couldn’t move at all. Her senses were artificial,
but they still obeyed the laws of The World and caused Midori to
suffer.

Adamas came to understand how violent Bordeaux’s storm of
attacks could be. Although he wasn't adept at fighting with his blade,
he tried his best as he swung it around and used items for support.
Adamas had to stand up to Bordeaux’s hatred with only his frail
body and his wits.

“C'mon! Put your back into it when you swing that thing!”
Bordeaux cackled as she hammered away at Adamas.

“Once you die, it'll be the little lady’s turn. You're not going to
let that happen, now are you?”

“Curse you!” Adamas spat and put his entire weight behind the
next attack. He must have swung too hard, because he didn’t come
close to touching Bordeaux. All he hit was air.

“Why . . . can’t I .. . hit her?” Adamas cursed between

huffs of breath. His shoulders heaved up and down with each
gulp of air.

156/






hack/Cell

“Why? Well isn't that obvious?” she replied as she placed the
tip of her blade on his nose. “You're too weak, darling.”

“Grrr. ./

“A weak little boy can't protect himself,” Bordeaux said as she
slashed at Adamas’s chest.

“A weak little boy can't even protect the girl he loves,” she
continued as she ruthlessly carved new wounds into his body.

“A weak little boy—"

“Shut up!”

“What was that?”

"I said to shut the hell up!” Adamas shouted so vehemently
that the world seemed to quiver. His entire body was trembling,

“Huh?!”

Although it only lasted for a moment, he had managed to stun
Bordeaux.

“Who cares if I'm not strong?” Adamas said as he resumed
his fighting stance. He launched into attack after attack. “I can still
protect her . . . even if I'm not all that strong!”

Despite his resoluteness, Adamas was still unable to land a hit
on Bordeaux. He kept hitting nothing except for air, but that didn’t
seem to faze him as he moved on to his next attack.

Adamas . . . Midori watched Adamas as he fought on his own.
All of this, just for me . .. ?

Something ached deep inside Midori’s chest. She held her
blood-covered hands against her bosom. She could tell that her pulse

was faster than usual.
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girl had a real body. If she died, she wouldn't be resurrected. She'd
be lost forever.

No! Midori said to herself, vigorously shaking her head as she
rejected the troubling possibility.

“Are you worried about her?”

“Of course I am.”

“Then why don't you go check on her?”

Midori was taken aback by Adamas’s bold suggestion. “How
would I even go about getting to her?”

“Well, we both know you can enter the real world. It isn't like
it would be impossible for you to go check on her.”

“I see.” A while back Midori had gone to CC Corp’s new
headquarters to meet with Adamas in the real world. She'd gotten
there through the traffic signals’ electric circuits. As long as there
were cameras nearby, she could use them as her eyes to survey the
area. That was how she had seen Adamas in the real world.

Adamas is right. If I did that again, I could go see her. Midori had never
made a conscious effort to visit the real world before, but seeing as
she was only data, it shouldn't pose much of a problem.

“Would it be okay . . . if I accompanied you?”

“You want to go?”

“I probably won't be of any use, but I'd still like to meet her.
You know, we could go together if you hacked into my M2D.”

Midori had no reason to deny Adamas’s request. It would actually
be reassuring to have him there with her. Plus, if something happened in

the real world, his ability to move around freely would be a big asset.
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Bur what would happen to her after she met the real Midori?
She had no idea what the encounter would entail, but she had to
go through with it. After all shed been through, Midori doubted
anything could faze her now.

Midori smiled grimly. I wonder if this is what people mean when they
talk about having a “checkered past’’? It would've been easy enough for her
to take a pessimistic outlook on the situation, but she wasn’t upset
in the slightest. If anything, she felt rather refreshed.

This was proof that Midori was prepared to spend the rest of
her days in The World. As she reached that conclusion, she turned to
leave the wharf. But she only made it a few steps before she stopped,
her face distorted with agony. Her entire body was overcome by a
throbbing pain.

The pain itself was of little concern, for it suddenly stopped
when she looked down at her body. But . ..

“What's that?”

Midori frowned as she watched black specks soil her clothes.
They became darker and darker as they spread. The specks on her
clothes weren't the only problem, though; the stains were spreading
to her arms and legs, as well. A terrible fear grew within her chest.

She hugged herself to stop the incessant quivering. I'm
scared . . . she thought as she sank to her knees. Something strange is
happening to me.

It felt as if something was crawling out from the depths of her
body. Midori was filled with terror as she logged out of The World
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The reception area was still, with only a few workers on duty.
When Adamas went up to the reception desk, a female receptionist
greeted him with a warm smile.

“Are you here to visit someone?” she inquired.

Adamas smiled ruefully. “I'd like to inquire about someone.
Do you have an mpatient named . . . Midor1?”

“Is it okay for you to ask so bluntly?” Midori had no choice
but to leave everything in the real world to Adamas, but she felt he
was being too straightforward. His forthrightness sent her pulse
racing.

Ultimately, Midori’s anxiety wasn't unjustified. The receptionist
frowned and glared at Adamas as if he were some sort of monster.
Either he was acting dense or he was completely oblivious, because
he showed no sign of backing down.

“I think she’s probably a high-school student,” he added.

“I'm sorry, but I cant disclose information regarding any of
our patients,” the receptionist stated bluntly.

Makes sense, Midori said to herself as she shrugged, sighing
deeply. If absolutely necessary, she could always take a quick glance
at the hospital’s database. Actually, theyd been forced to rely on
Midorti’s abilities when they got turned away at the previous hospital,
too, but Midori felt that it was important to work with Adamas as
a team.

Maybe I should just check to see if Midori is hospitalized here at all, she
pondered while watching Adamas talk with the receptioniﬁt. All of a

sudden, she caught sight of something out of the corner of her eye.
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“Go talk to her.”

“Why?”

“Because it seems like she wants to talk to you.”

“Why would she want to talk to me?”

“We'll never know until you go find out.”

“Uhhh ... I guess I can try talking to her,” Adamas grumbled,
still confused as to why he needed to speak with the girl. Adamas
prepared himself to take action and initiate conversation, but he was
too late.

“Excuse me, but are you an acquaintance of Midori’s?” asked
the girl, who had left her seat at the bench to approach Adamas. She
seemed full of despair, as if her soul were being torn from the core of
her being. She probably hadn't gotten a good night's sleep in days.

“I'm not actually an acquaintance, but I'm ... um ... Anyway,
it's a little complicated,” Adamas sputtered incoherently.

“What should I do?” Adamas asked Midori. “It’s too complex
for me to explain.”

“It's okay. We'll just explain everything one thing at a time.”

“Yeah, but sull . . ”

“Huh? Something the matter?” the girl asked with a curious
expression. She had no idea that he was talking with Midori.

“Oh, sorry, that was nothing,” Adamas grinned sheepishly and
ruffled his hair with his hands. “Why don’t we sit down and make
ourselves comfortable?”

The girl nodded in agreement and the two of them sat down

on the bench together. A strange silence fell over them.
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Shortly after they set out, Adamas’s fears became reality.

“Crap!” Kaho groaned and rubbed her forehead.

Adamas grunted and bit his lips as he stared disbelievingly
at the sight before them. There were around ten PKs just up
ahead.

The PKs hanging out near the Platform simultaneously turned
their focus on Midort when they saw her walking up. The hatred
beaming from their eyes made Midori’s face turn rigid.

I'm not in any condition to play with them! But Midori's problems
were of no concern to them. Besides, it wasn't the sort of thing you
sit down and tell people, especially a group like them. If she tried
explaining everything, they'd think she was a freak and tell everyone
on the forums.

I have no choice but to fight them. The beast inside of her showed
no signs of letting up, either. In fact, it seemed to be growing even
stronger and fiercer. Keeping it at bay was both physically and
mentally exhausting. The worst part about the whole predicament
was that Bordeaux was mingling with that group of PKs.

“What should we do?” Adamas fretted.

“Don't be a wuss! We'll mop the floor with that sorry lot!”

“That’s nuts . . .”

“Youre a guy, aren't you? Don't be such a wimp.”

Kaho didn't seem the least bit nervous. On the contrary,
Adamas was so nervous that he could barely move. They were like
two sides of the same coin as they bickered. Meanwhile, Bordeaux

was slowly but surely making her way over to them.
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“You want me to have that?”

“It’s better than Broad Maiden. Wouldn't you agree?” Phyllo
nodded his head indicating it was hers. He motioned for her to go
to the broadsword with his chin.

Once Midori was certain she had his blessing, she cautiously
walked up to the base of the massive tree. She looked at the
broadsword that protruded from the trunk. The broadsword sunk
deep into the tree, giving the impression that Dragonblossom was
one with it. There was a sense of sacredness to the area.

Midori touched the hilt with the tip of her fingers. The
second she made contact with it, a powerful jolt ran through her
body. Midori’s eyes flew wide open in shock. She grabbed onto the
broadsword’s hilt. The sword came out with a single tug.

The hilt felc as if it had been made for her hands and the
sword itself seemed weightless. It was like the sword had become a
part of her. It gave her the illusion that it really had been made just
for her.

“It’s amazing,” Midori sighed in awe. “But why do you want
me to have it?”

“Power isn't everything. Perhaps I wanted you to prove that to
me,” Phyllo answered sincerely.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing, really. I hope you will use it as you walk the path
you believe to be just.”

“What path would that be?” By the time Midori finished

whispering her question, Phyllo was already gone. “Goodness
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it out of sentiment. On the subconscious level, she had selected the
same thing that Midori had liked. Although chance had played a role
in her decision, there was also a sense of inevitability.

“I believe this is my first time coming here,” Midori said to
Adamas, who was standing next to her. Kaho was standing next to
him as well.

“This 1s a very special place.”

“Sure 1s! It’s a secret place that only we know about.”

Adamas and Kaho glanced over at each other like children
about to pull a prank.

“It's one of the Lost Grounds. Right now, were the only
people who know about it,” Adamas said and began to slowly walk
away. “You see, this is where Midori vanished.”

Midori’s mind froze when she heard that confession. But she
quickly realized what he meant and ran after Adamas.

It looks different from what I imagined. There werent any scars
marring the area where Midori and Tri-Edge had fought their fierce
battle. It was infinitely peaceful here. She felt so comfortable that it
made her drowsy.

The three quietly walked around the field. There weren't any
monsters in sight, nor were there any treasure chests or other random
objects. The green plains spread out in every direction for as far as
the eye could see.

Before long, she could see something up ahead. It was a one-
handed broadsword that was about as long as she was tall. It stood

upright in the ground, as if it had rooted itself down.
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understood the full flood of emotions. The girl must have left a
fragment of her memories in Dragonblossom before she vanished
completely.

She trusted that this sword would fall into my hands, Midori thought.
She was shaken to the very core of her being. The world grew hazy
as tears welled in her eyes.

I shall horior what you fought and sacrificed for. She didn’t know what
precisely she should do yet, but there was no rush.

I have plenty of time. Plus, I have friends who I can trust completely.
Midori looked down at Dragonblossom before shifting her gaze
over to Adamas and Kaho. Neither one said a word as they smiled
quietly at her.

The loss had been great, but in exchange, Midori had gained
something even greater.

I can take my time finding my way, Midori said to herself as she
smiled back at Adamas and Kaho and returned to their side.

After all, my story is just beginning
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I actually spent a fair amount of time adding background story
as I wrote. After all, Midori's Dragonblossom was originally called
“broadsword.” Giving it a name really helped people get the right
vibe for it. (You might get a kick out of the change if you reread
the older magazines.)

I asked for a whole bunch of crazy favors along the way. I guess
all's well that end’s well.

Oh, right. I know it’s a bit short, but I added a short story
about Dragonblossom as a little bonus. It was my attempt to
compensate for everything I put those girls through in the main
story. Nah, just kidding! I hope you enjoy it.

Let’s see . . . I imagine that gamers who play through games
quickly will have already beaten the next game by the time this book
hits the store shelves. [NOTE: .hack// Redemption was released in Japan
the same month as this novel.] I bet I'll probably be silently playing
the game, and that I'll be chasing after a Lucky Animal (lol)!

Well, .hack//CELL is officially done. I would like to thank
everyone who has helped me along the way , as well as you, the
reader.

Until our paths cross again.

—Ryo Suzukaze, 01/09/07
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