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Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 07 — The Two Supervisors

Part 1

|, Kirigaya Kazuto, had logged out of the VRMMO-RPG
«Sword Art Online», on the 7th of November, 2024.

It was the middle of December when | returned tohogne in
Kawagoe City in the Saitama prefecture after myabdhation period
ended. | turned sixteen a couple of months befareas | was
challenging the fiftieth floor of Aincrad while nyrevious peers of
the same grade were challenging the high schocdmerde
examinations, there was obviously no school | caiiend.

Fortunately — though | hesitate to refer to itashs | received a
certificate of graduation from the middle schoekl’'only went
halfway through, so normally, | would be spendingtime at a
preparation school until | take the examinatioygar late, next year.
However, there, the country brought forth an unimalgle relief
measure.

The middle- and high-schoolers which numbered &ver
hundred, out of the roughly six thousand players vgturned alive
from their imprisonment in SAO. It was decided taachool for all
of them would be established in Nishitokyo, Tokyanf the April of
2025, with no entrance examinations or school faed,the
gualification to take the entrance examinationsufarersity upon
graduating.
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The building used that of a metropolitan high s¢habandoned
the previous year, that was awaiting its demolitibine teaching staff
was largely made up of re-employed teachers whi@defrom old
age, serving part-time. It was a National Speaéailin School when
classified under the School Education Law.

It wasn’t as if | couldn’t feel a tinge of uneasenversely, at that
unexpected level of kindness, even as a safetyonet,decided to
enter after consulting Asuna and of course, my farhnever
regretted it even once. It was extremely fun desmand creating
various devices with friends in my Mechatronicsrseuand | could
meet Asuna, Lisbeth, Silica and the rest every Hagn after taking
away points for the compulsory counseling sessmae@ week, |
could still claim it was a fulfilling schooling K.

However, | was unable to attend that school teetiek as well.

A year and two months after | entered, it was tteod June,
2026. | gained consciousness in another world«thmderworld», for
some unknown reason. Woken up in the forest neld Rilage on
the northern edge of the Human World, | cried otibhwall | could
muster to the venture company, Rath, that should baen
developing and managing this world, but there wiasisingle reply.

Reluctantly, | set the place with a console thati@nable
contact with the other side—the center of the Huiamld, Central
Centoria, or what was at its core, the toweringtta¢iCathedral of
the Axiom Church, as my goal and set out on a jeyiFfrom Rulid
with the partner | met in this world, Eugeo.
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| somehow reached Centoria after spending a yaan'th of
time of the Underworld’s calendar, but | did nahply continue on
and enter the Cathedral. The gate of the Axiom Clhuras always
firmly shut up, with access restricted to the cheamgwordsman of
the «Four Empires Unity Tournament» held in thengpof each
year.

Hence, Eugeo and I, with differing goals, thougkhleiming for
the Cathedral, first enrolled in the «Imperial Maissword Academy»
to earn the qualification to appear in the tournaimk had a
curriculum impossible in the real world, comprisimginly of
swordsmanship and magic (to be accurate, sacr&daad it was my
first time living in a dormitory; those were my cumstances, but |
still got used to my life at the Master Sword Acaxye.. no, | could
even say that | enjoyed my time there.

However.

A year and a month after my enrollment, the fiftanth of year
380 of the Human World Calendar.

Once again, an incident occurred that caused artaiée
cessation to my schooling life. A couple of uppl@ss male nobles
tried to toy with my «valet trainee», a novice tiee by the name of
Ronye, and Eugeo’s valet, Tieze, through a cuntraqy

Eugeo, who happened to be at the scene, brokegitbe
absolute restriction of «disobeying the law» argldhis sword. Just
as Eugeo slashed away the left arm of the uppss dable, Humbert,
with an attack that he put all his might into, &cbed the place in a
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hurry, exchanged swords with the upper class nétdes, and
severed both of his hands.

Those were major wounds, but there was no dandas tde if
the blood flow was immediately stopped and sacrexiveere
performed to treat them, but a strange phenomdremdccurred.
Pressed to choose between the highest law of theaHWorld, the
«Taboo Index», and his own will, he died whileifgtout a voice
that couldn’t be recognized as that of a human.. hedjalted all
action.

Eugeo and | were expulsed from the academy anddotmutine
jail under the cathedral by the «integrity knigbtspatched by the
Axiom Church. Without being discouraged by thedhime | «left a
school midway», | immediately broke out and wandehgough the
rose garden within the grounds, searching for titeaace to the
cathedral building itself, which became a battlaiast a new
integrity knight, and the one who saved Eugeo aaslWwe desperately
ran here and there was—

«Cardinal»; a mysterious, young girl who named diétbus.

Cardinal, who lived in a humongous library existinga sealed
off space, made Eugeo, who got drenched as hmtfela fountain in
the midst of battle, go to the bathroom, and reactah astonishing
truth to me in that time.

That this world, Underworld, was a simulation ofilization
that went through at least four hundred and fisang internally.

11
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That the highest minister of the Axiom Church thaed over
the world was once a young girl named Quinellaubéd, but no
different from a normal inhabitant.

The girl who devoted herself to the usage of saaresj or
system commands in other words, pursued powersbdashe
reached the forbidden incantation—a command to tieacentire
command list». There was no other means to evobre & single
sample within the simulation to a supervisor.

Having gained an absolute authority to rule, Quanedas likely
looking down on this world from the top floor ofetiCentral
Cathedral now. Was that look directed towards Ewsgebl, lost in
the sacred garden, as well...?

As my body shivered from a sudden chill, Cardisdting on the
opposite side of the round table, turned a glantde avderisive smile
towards me. Taking in a sip of tea from the cupdke table, she
lifted her small spectacles.

“It's far too early to shudder in fear.”
| suppressed the chills and replied to her calndegsomehow.
“Aah... sorry, please go on.”

Lifting my cup, | sipped at the tea with a flavamgdar to coffee
of the real world.

Cardinal leaned her small frame against the chaiufgort and
began talking in her tranquil tone once more.

12
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“Going two hundred and seventy years into the past...
successfully calling out thentire command lisQuinella first raised
her own authority level to the maximum, one capabldirectly
interfering with the Cardinal Systeoontrolling the world. Next, she
endowed all of the authorities that only the CaatliBlystem
possessed onto herself. Terrain and buildings naéatipn, item
generation, even manipulation of the durabilityopgling to dynamic
units, including humans... or in other words, the ipalation of
Life...”

“Manipulation of... Life. That means, in other wordier life
Span got...”

The youthful sage gave a composed nod at my timnahq

“It meant she could break through it. Turned intwoanplete
supervisor, Quinella’s first course of action wasompletely restore
her own Life, at the year of eighty and on the eenfjvanishing.
Continuing on, she halted its natural degeneraMwreover, the
recovery of her outward appearance. Quinella’surgpat regaining
the beauty from her late teens that practicallyldpd was... likely
something beyond the imagination of someone likg young, and
not to mention, male, however...”

“Well... | do understand that would be one of thenudtte
dreams for women.”

Cardinal gave a callous snort when | meekly replied

“Even |, who possess no human emotion, could ctaitre
thankful for this static external form. | do have@mendous desire to
grow another five or six years’ worth, but... —Nora#ss, finally

13
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completely satisfying all of her desires that spdrner on made
Quinella exceptionally exhilarated. After all, sm@w had the power
to freely manipulate the vast Human World and olsdieternal
beauty as well. She was in ecstasy... the zenitlesifisy. Enough to
shake off a sheer, little bit of her sanity...”

Cardinal’s large eyes suddenly narrowed deep whibin
spectacles. As though she was mocking mankindlssfowess—or
perhaps, pitying them.

“—It would have been for the best if she was satisthere and
then. However, it turned out that there truly wadonttom to that
gaping hole within Quinella’s heart. That one knat what was
enough... she could not even permit the existencmefwho held
authority equal to hers.”

“Is that... referring to the Cardinal System itself?”

“Indeed. She tried to remove even a bundle of @nmgrthat held
no awareness. However... even with her proficiendhetacred arts,
Quinella was nothing more than an inhabitant ofiinelerworld in
the end, unconnected to the scientific civilizatibhere was no
possibility of her understanding the complex syrifthe commands
from the supervisor-level authority in a singlemtigQuinella
recklessly tried to decipher tiheferencewritten for the sake of
Rath’s engineers... and she erred. Merely a single eaormous
mistake. She thought of taking the whole of Carndmthin herself
and devised an extensive command, and then retitesl a result...”

The girl spoke with a murmur much like a sigh.

14
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“...Quinella ended up burning the primary instructessigned
to the Cardinal System into her own fluct lightzaiead-only
principle of behavior. She intended to steal ittharity level alone,
but ended up fusing Cardinal with her own soul!”

“...What... What was that...?”
With my comprehension unable to catch up, | blamkiyttered.

“Cardinal’s primary instructions... what would thdse, to be
specific...?”

“—Preservation of regularity. That is the purposéind
Cardinal’s existence. You, too, should understiydu came into
contact with a game with the same system in thewedd. Cardinal
is always observing the actions of «players» Iielot of you. And
the very moment it detects any phenomenon thaatéms to throw
the world’s balance into disarray, it will deal withat without a shred
of mercy.”

“Aah... that’s true. | spent day and night schemmg@utwit
Cardinal, but any holes | found were filled in gird after...”

When | muttered while recalling how safe yet effieefarming
spots were entirely dealt with during my SAO ddyardinal made a
conceited-seeming smile once again. It was onlyrwdine had that
face on that the atmosphere of a sage around im&dunto that of an
innocent, young girl of her apparent age.

“That goes without saying, no matter how many gheens get
together, they won’t be able to outwit Cardinal. owéver, Quinella
went far beyond even that for her preservatioregfirarity. Writing
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the instructions onto her fluct light, or in otlveords, her soul, caused
Quinella to faint and she woke up only after anrerday of sleep. By
then, she could have been considered to have ceabechuman in
various ways. She would not age, she would nedhak water, nor
eat bread... her only desire was for the Human Wsltelruled over

to remain the same, eternally.”

“Remain the same... eternally...”
While repeating her words in a murmur, | pondered.

Aside from the general purpose Al, the Cardinalt&ys all of
the supervisors for the various existing VRMMOs Wigprobably
wish for their game worlds to continue on. They Waegulate the
balance between the currency, as well as the itetmanster
spawns, in a bid to preserve regularity. Howeveenea supervisor
possessing godlike power would be unable to coatsihgle factor.
Players.

Could that not be said to apply to this Underwasddwvell...?

And, as if she saw through my thoughts, Cardinaegaslight
nod and resumed her explanation.

“Formerly, what the Cardinal System controlled wanamals,
vegetation, terrain and weather; those objectse#ffiedts... in other
words, it acted as a receptacle for the world, wahnterference in
the actions of its inhabitants, artificial flucghits. ...However,
Quinella was different. She even thought aboutaeshg humans’
lives for all of eternity.”

16
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“Restraining... in other words, making everybody e
same routine day after day, without anything newas that what
you meant...?”

“Nn... well, that's essentially it. Allow me to contie... fused
with the Cardinal System, Quinella first amendeddven name. To
the... highest minister of the Axiom Church, Adminador.”

| cut in once again the instant | heard that.

“H-He said that name too. That Integrity Knight &dd
Synthesis... erm...”

“Thirty-one, I'm sure.”

“Right, that’s it. | believe he said he receivediavitation from
the highest minister, Administrator-sama, then cgdown to the
land from the skies or something like that. ...| s@ehe was referring
to Quinella... How should I say this, she sure toplkan amazing
name.”

To me, the English word, «Administrator», was dmat 1
associated with a supervisor-level account, ratham its definition of
an actual supervisor. It was unconfirmed which meaQuinella had
in mind when she named herself so, though.

Cardinal made a faint, wry smile at my remark aodded.

“It wasn'’t at the level of naming herself as thel g this world,
but it could be said to be like how she would hantings... —
Regardless, now the supervisor in both name arityre@uinella
first proclaimed a single edict. For the four gneables of that age to
ascend to the position of emperors, splitting tlieidn World into

17
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four empires: north, east, south, and west. Kigithy have seen the
walls that divided Central Centoria into four, ha¥eou?”

It was my turn to nod this time as the target qliastion.

The Master Sword Academy | lived at was in theBitrict of
the capital of Norlangarth North Empire, Northerantria. The
barrier wall of white stone could always be seemfthe dormitory’s
windows, far taller than any other building withihre city. Beyond
those walls called the «immortal walls» were thgiteds of the other
empires; a great source of surprise when | firstkof it.

“The masses did not quarry marble and pile theravugr years
for those walls. Quinella... no, Administrator matlerh appear in an
instant with her godlike might.”

“...In-Instantly!? Those walls!? That's way beyone timits of
sacred arts... weren’t the masses of Centoria baekebmpletely
trembling...?”

“Naturally, that was her aim. To show the massegthwer of
the Cardinal System and to carve a tremendous wéhiem. With
that psychological barrier and the «immortal walsyhysical
barrier, she attempted to restrict the masses’ mewt and
interaction. For the sake of letting the Axiom Gttuseize the
transmission channels for news, so asaiarol the masses’ hearts.
She wished for the people to remain devoted bateokthe church
for eternity, staying ignorant and naive... —Thossuald immortal
walls were not the end of the physical barriersgated. In order to
restraint the various regions spread out everywtiexiethe pioneers
resided in, Administrator set down many humongdyeais. A huge,
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unbreakable rock; a swamp that could never bealfikerapid,
uncrossable stream; a gigantic, unfellable tree...”

“H-Hold on. An unfellable tree... you say?”

“Indeed. She granted a ridiculously-sized cedar trear-infinite
priority and durability.”

| instinctively recalled that demonic tree—the Gig2edar that
possessed a hardness that would made one wagt #ncrgently
rubbed my two palms together under the table.

In other words, that meant the Gigas Cedar didspohg forth
naturally in the forest south of Rulid Village, liéployed by
Administrator to restrict the villagers from expargltheir livable
area with its horrifying durability and ability grain resources, an
artificial obstacle.

So there were still many such things around thidd#oAnd
many humans have been keeping up hundreds of gehrgle effort
In order to remove that...?

Raising my head, the girl who called herself Caatliooked at
me with that usual gaze that said she saw througimner thoughts.
Her tiny lips moved and her placid words streamed o

“...And thus, a peaceful yet idle age continued oth @m under
the absolute Administrator’s reign. Twenty yeardirty years
later... the masses lost their disposition for pregréhe nobles
indulged in their idle lives, swordsmanship, pa#idiby the
swordsmen of ancient times, degenerated into a pefermance. As
you ought to know. Forty years, fifty years lat&dministrator felt a
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deep satisfaction looking down upon the daily iféahe Human
World, inert, as though it was soaked in a tepidtirvbath...”

In short, it was like gazing at and relishing anatum after
putting the finishing touches to its perfect ecosys Complicated
emotions assailed me upon recalling how | starechatnt
observation kit without getting tired when | wasupng and Cardinal,
sunk in rumination with her eyes cast down like atfyspoke in a
clear voice.

“However, it is impossible for any sort of systemrémain in
stasis for all eternity. Something was bound taiosooner or later.
...Seventy years after Quinella became Administratioe, realized
some sort of anomaly within herself. Incidentst gtae certainly
couldn’t turn a blind eye to, happened, such asbersciousness
leaving for short periods even outside of sleemdanable to recall
memories from a few days ago and beyond all digeinability to
instantly remember those system commands thatshédshave
perfectly committed to memory. Making free usehs supervisor
commands, Administrator examined her own flucttlighthe last
detail... and shuddered at the results. After adl,dapacity of the
sector for preserving her memories reached itg imthout her
knowledge.”

“Li-Limit!?”

| yelled her words back at the unexpected developmehe
story. It was the first time | had heard of a maxmlimit to the
capacity of the memory space... or to use anothed wbedata
capacityof the soul.

20
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“What's there to be surprised about, isn’t it oldgical if you
give it a little thought? The sizes of light cultleat store fluct lights,
and actual brains are limited and such as, seistimber of quantum
bits that could be stored.”

Turning to Cardinal, calmly speaking on, | raiseglmght hand
and requested for clarification.

“Ho-Hold on a moment. Erm... the «light cube» thihgtts
been popping up in our conversation since eadiéne medium that
saves the fluct lights of the people in the Undeliyaight?”

“What, were you unaware of even that? Indeed,rd tigbe is
shaped as a cube with a length of five centimetseh is able to
perfectly contain the fluct light of a single Underld inhabitant, not
to mention no resources are necessary to saveighCube
Cluster», with each side measuring three meters,made by
gathering them together.

“Er, erm... gathered together, five centimeters etuiee
meters...”

| tried to mentally calculate the total numberight cubes, but
as | was dividing three hundred by five, Cardirfédtlessly spoke
out the answer.

“The logical value for the total would be two huadrand
sixteen thousands. However, due to the existentieectMain
Visualizer», the main storage, there ought to bse than that.”

Two hundred and sixteen thousands... So that's thennosn
population of the Underworld, huh...”
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“Indeed. By the way, there is still a consideradmeount of
surplus space, so there is no need to worry abheutimber of empty
cubes if you're in the mood to make a baby with sa@lame.”

“Yeah... wait, | won't be making anything like that!”

The young sage returned to the main topic aftekifmpat me
shaking my head to and fro in a panic.

“...However, as I've mentioned earlier, each lighbewvill
eventually reach the limit of its memory capacigministrator had
already lived through a ridiculous hundred ang fifears, including
the time between the birth and downfall of Quinellbe jug
containing her memories had finally started ovevitay with all that
was stored within it throughout the time, inducdifficulties in her
writing, preservation and retrieval of memories.”

It was quite a chilly issue. It wasn’t somethingievant to me; |
had already accumulated over two years of memoritss world
with an accelerated rate of time. Even if only maa@nths, or perhaps
days, have passed in the real world, the “life spfamy soul” was
definitely being consumed.

“Rest easy, there are still more than enough bdduelets within
your fluct light.”

As though she read my thoughts once again, Cargoiated it
out with a wry smile.

“Wh... when you say it like that, it feels like yoa'rmplying
that my mind’s empty...”
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“It would be like a picture book against an encyedia, if you
compare the two of us.”

Taking a sip of the tea with a composed expressiandinal
cleared her throat.

“—I will be continuing. As expected, even Admingsior was in
panic at the unforeseen situation of a limit to tnemory capacity.
After all, there existed a life span that she Nagbkutely no control
over, unlike one with a numerical value like Liféowever, she was
not one to willingly accept her fate. Like how sivee usurped the
seat of god, that being came up with yet anotherotéc solution...”

Showing an unpleasant scowl, Cardinal placed tipeback and
tightly linked her two hands, similar to flower ptt, together above
the table.

“...In those days... that is, two hundred years agexrethvas a
young missy, at the sheer age of ten or so, stgdsaared arts on the
lower floors of the Central Cathedral as a nun epiice of the
church. Her name... no, I've forgotten her name... 8as born in a
family of furniture craftsmen in Centoria and thgbuthe fluctuations
of the randomizing parameters, she possessedndlsliggher system
access authority than others. As such, she waswedtthe sacred
task of being a nun. She was a scrawny little mvifis brown eyes
and curly hair of the same color...”

| involuntarily blinked my eyes and checked theegmance of
Cardinal on the other side of the table. | coulty amagine that she
was describing herself with that description eariie matter how it
was rephrased.
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“Administrator had that little miss brought up teetliving room
of the top floor of the Cathedral and welcomedwigh a smile filled
with kindness like a holy mother’s. That being spakus—"You will
be my child from now on. A child of god that willigle the world.’...
It was the truth to an extent, in the sense ofjiHenheriting
information from her soul. However, naturally, th@vasn’t a single
trace of motherly love there. ... Administrator inteddo overwrite
the little miss’s fluct light with the thought domaand important
memories from her own fluct light.”

“Wha...”

A chill crept up my back yet again. Overwriting thaul—the
spoken words alone were repulsive enough. The titaafghe deed
alone certainly could make one tremble with frighthile rubbing my
palms that had gotten damp with cold and sweatouitime noticing
together, | forced my numb mouth to move.

“St... still, if she was capable of such complicateanipulation
of fluct lights, couldn’t she just delete the memershe didn’t need?”

“Would you edit an importarftle without any prior
preparation?”

| became at a momentarily loss for words and simyplkead
when she immediately retorted.

“N... no, | would make a back-up.”

“Of course you would. Administrator had not forgwttabout the
full day she lost consciousness when she onceitotbie Cardinal
System’s behavioral principles. That’s how dangsrivect fluct
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light manipulation is. What if | ended up damaging
importantdatawhile putting my own memories in order... fearing so
she planned to first take over the girl’'s soul thed plenty of
remaining memory capacity, affirm the copy turned well, then
dispose of the soul she had used thus far thatweas out to its limit.
She was truly meticulous, truly prudent... howevieat turned out to
be Administrator’s... no, Quinella’s second blunder.”

“Blunder...?”

“Indeed. After all, it was only in that single momeavhen she
possessed that little miss and dealt with thes$edfused until
then...that the number of gods carrying that same level of
authority became twa A fiendish ceremony, thoroughly planned and
prepared by Administrator... she finally succeedelijacking a fluct
light through the «Synthesis Ritual», its name i§gmg the
unification between soul and memory. I... | was waytfor that
moment... over that long seventy years!!”

| merely stared at Cardinal’s face, confused, wsiile cried out
with slight emotion.

“Hold... Hold on a minute. Who exactly are you... thardinal
that’s speaking to me right now?”

“—Do you still not understand?”

At my question, Cardinal pushed her glasses upeas s
whispered.

“Kirito, you know of myoriginal version do you not? Try
saying out the characteristics of the Cardinal &yst
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“Er... erm...

Knitting my eyebrows, | brought back the memoriesf my
Aincrad days. That automatic management progranfives
developed by Kayaba Akihiko to manage the deatheg&AO. In
other words—

“...Making manual adjustments and maintenance unisacgs
and the ability to operate for long stretches miti.. ?”

“Indeed. And in order to do that...”

“In order to do that, it has twoore programs. while themain
processcarries out balancing adjustments, she-procesgperforms
anerror checkon themain...”

Getting to that point in my words, | left my mowtgape and
stared at the youth girl with swirly, curly hair.

| should have been well aware that the Cardinalegyfiad a
powerful error correction function installed. Aftalf, the Al, «Yui»,
who became Asuna and my daughter during the clgafi®AO was
originally a subordinate program of Cardinal, arfhtl to make a
desperately effort to save her from Cardinal witmgmized her as a
foreign body and mercilessly tried to eliminate.her

To be specific, | merely accessed the SAO’s proggpate from
a system console, searched for the files that mpdéui, compressed
them and set it as an object, but carrying it ouhe few tens of
seconds, before Cardinal detected my system imgoreand
guarantined it, probably was a true miracle inlfitSehat enormous
presence that | confronted, with a single holo-keyd between us,
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was truly Cardinal’s error correction process... ihiould be the
lovely girl sitting before my own eyes right novwerfpaps.

Aware or not, of my complex, deep emotions, Cardpake
with a light sigh as though she was dealing witluaperceptive
child.

“So it seems you have finally noticed. —The primhegoof
behavior Quinella carved into her own fluct lighdswnot merely one.
The instruction given to the main process, «togmesthe world».
And the instruction given to the sub-process, @wect the errors
made by the main process».”

“Correct... errors?’

“When | was still a program yet to gain awarenésss purely
an existence that continued to examinedéi& spat out by the main
process. However... when | gained individuality asshadow
consciousness» of Quinella, so to speak, | haddgg my own
conduct without assistance from redundant codeythang of that
sort. You see... it would be somewhat like what yatuchll a «split
personality».”

“I believe there are some with the opinion thattgmrsonalities
exist only in fiction, though.”

“Oh, really now. However, it is truly a tale | cautonsent to,
you see. Only in that instant Quinella’s consciassnslightly
slackened could | float up to the surface of theught process. And |
thought. What an atrocious error this woman, Quanelno,
Administrator, was committing, that is.”
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“Was it... an error...?”

| instinctively asked in return. After all, if threservation of the
world was the basis of Cardinal’'s main processanmgigss of
whatever radical measures were adopted, what Qainatl done
would be in tune with that principle.

However, taking my glance head on, Cardinal ansivera
dignified tone.

“Then allow me to ask you. Has the Cardinal Systénhat
other world you knew of ever harmed players wishoivn hands,
even once?”

“N.... no, it didn’t. True, it was the players’ ultate enemy,
but... there weren’'t any unreasonable, direct attasdsy about
that.”

When | spontaneously apologized, Cardinal gaveoa short
through her nose and continued.

“However, she did. She imposed a penalty more ¢hael even
death upon those who showed signs of harboring@aspor
opposing the Taboo Index she established... Thelsiefaivhich |
shall leave for later, however. In that extremelserrespite from
sleep, I, the Cardinal System’s sub-process, judggdAdministrator
was a major error in herself and attempted to ptivge To be
specific, | tried to jump down from the top flodrrice, tried to stab
my heart with a knife twice, and tried to incineraty own self with
sacred arts twice. After all, if | could reduce kife to zero in one
action, even the highest minister would not be gxtenhfrom
erasure.”
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| was rendered speechless at the heroic words gooouihfrom
the mouth of the young, sweet girl. But Cardinaitocwued ahead in a
composed tone without the slightest twitch from éxgbrows.

“The final attempt was a true pity. By releasinggared art with
top-class offensive ability even among all of them incessant
downpour of lightning bolts, onto myself, even Adimstrator’s
enormous Life was reduced to a mere single digtvéver, the main
process seized control over the body then... Withghiended up like
that, any sort of injury or fatal wound was rendenall. She returned
to as she always was in the blink of an eye withllaecovery sacred
art ritual. Moreover, due to that incident, Admtrador, even with all
she had, genuinely regarded me... in other wordssubeprocess
under her subconscious, as a danger. Upon noticatghe only
times | could wedge myself into the right of cohtnas when some
conflict occurs within her fluct light... or simplyup, during times of
emotional distress, she tried an unthinkable metadwld me in.”

“Unthinkable...?”

“Yes. Even if she was chosen as a female sham8taofa from
birth, Administrator was a child of man. She posedghe emotions
to look at flowers and think them beautiful, tddis to music and find
it fun, at the very least. The emotional circuie sfeveloped back then
was still left in the depths of her soul even aftening in an absolute
being, half-human and half-god. She judged thateh@otion was the
source of her unrest, however slight it was, whenshe encountered
an unexpected event. There, she made free use stigervisor-only
commands to manipulate her fluct light within hght cube and
froze her own emotional circuit.”

29



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 07 — The Two Supervisors

“Wha... freezing her circuit, does that basically mesae was
destroying a part of her soul?”

When | asked back while shuddering, Cardinal retdra muted
nod with a grimace.

“B-But well, something as outrageous as that... utrgts like an
even more dangerous action than the copying ofiingrlight earlier,
though...”

“Of course, it wasn’t like she handled her own seithout prior
preparation. The woman, Administrator, was oneioastenough to
hate the very idea of that, see. —Have you alreadiged the
presence of various hidden parameters not displaged the Stacia
Window... or in other words, the status window?”

“Aah, well, faintly... | saw countless humans withestgth and
agility not matching their outward appearance®ratl...”

When | answered, the one that came to mind waslwboved
for a year as a valet trainee, Sortiliena-senpar.dddy was slender
and narrow, and could be even thought of as delitait blew me
away, when we locked swords, many times.

The young girl from whom [ felt a limitless dignjtgespite an
outward appearance far weaker than senpai, ligfidgl and dropped
her hat at my words.

“Yes. And within those hidden parameters, therstexne
called «Transgression Quotient». This is a valsduated by
analyzing the compliance to the law and rules aheahabitant
through their speech and conduct, converted in naisdt was
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probably created for easyonitoringfor observers from the outer
world, but... Administrator quickly noticed this trsgression quotient
parameter could be used to reveal the humans skepfithe Taboo
Index she established. Such humans were like bhadkat snuck into
a sterilized room to that being. She felt an urge®d to exterminate
them, but she could not break that single ordeotanurder passed
down, to her as well, by her parents when she wasag. There, in
order to render those inhabitants with a high gegssion quotient
harmless without murder, Administrator carried awureadful
treatment upon them...”

“That's... the thing that you spoke of earlier, thahalty more
cruel than death?”

“Absolutely. She had those humans with a high fyegssion
guotient serve as experimental subjects for agmenies to
manipulate the fluct light directly. Which parttbie light cube stored
which information, which part should be tamperethvio make them
lose their memories, lose their emotions, lose tihwiught processes,
and such... even the observers from the outer wasttdted to carry
out such atrocious human experiments.”

| felt goosebumps creep up my arms the momentrdhibat last
phrase, spoken like a whisper.

Cardinal, too, made a dismal expression and coadirmun in a
deathly-stifled voice.

“...The humans offered up for the initial experimemtsstly
forfeited their individualities, reduced to beirthat exist purely to
breathe. Administrator froze their flesh and Lded preserved them
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in the cathedral. Her fluct light manipulation advanced through the
repetition of such injustice. The time she thougftttolding me in by
freezing her emotions, too, was attempted time &ftee on the
humans brought to the tower before she performed herself. It

was when she was around a hundred years old.”

“...Did she, succeed?”

“You could say she did. She was unsuccessful inddraing all
emotions, but she succeeded in freezing the enwotiat were the
source of that abrupt unrest: fear, fright and angem then,
Administrator’s heart did not waver no matter waaent it was that
she encountered. She was truly a god... no, sherulgsatmachine.
A consciousness that existed only to preserveilig@land stagnate
the world... | was held within a nook of that beingtul, losing all
chance to appear on the surface. Until that beimg at the age of a
hundred and fifty, reached the capacity limit dfugt light, and tried
to take over the soul of a pitiful miss, that is.”

“But... according to how the story went, the souhfro
Administrator that took over the daughter of thenfture shop’s
owner was a perfect copy of the original, right’dther words, that
soul would have its emotions frozen too... so, whyeneu able to
appear at that one time?”

Cardinal’'s gaze wandered elsewhere for a whileyatjpestion.
She must be peering into the other end of thesaa@xtinarily long
two hundred years.

Before long, an extremely, extremely soft voiceatned out
from those petite lips.
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“My vocabulary does not contain the words needeacturately
express what happened in that instant... in thatrexpee that was
wonderful, despite how it should have made onelttem Calling
the daughter of the furniture shop’s owner to theftoor of the
cathedral, Administrator attempted to overwritecbyying through
the Synthesis Ritual. And that succeeded withdutci. What
resided within the miss had its useless memoreseel; what could
be said to be a compressed version of Administseatoo, Quinella’s
individuality. The initial arrangement should haween for the
original Quinella, who expended her life span,r@se her own soul
after confirming the success... however...”

When | noticed, Cardinal’s cheeks, adorned by &lnebalush as
befitting a young girl, had already lost its colige a sheet of paper.
She asserted that she didn’t possess emotionscbuldn’t imagine
what she felt at this moment to be anything buéepdfear.

“...However, the duplication of her soul was compietethe
instant we simultaneously opened our eyes at fmank range... we
were assailed by some sort of tremendous impaet Was
essentially... the thought of avoiding a situatioreventhere are two
of the exact same human, a situation that woule@ lmarginally been
Impossible... | believe it would be something closéhat? I...no,
we stared at each other and immediately after eseas
overwhelming hostility. No matter the circumstancgs couldn’t
permit the soul of the existence before our eyesd,was how it
was... That exceed sheer emotion, into instinct.. itmajght have
been something like the number one rule engraved te beliefs of
beings capable of intelligence. If that situatioerg/to remain as it
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was, both souls were have probably been unabledothe shock and
be annihilated. However... I'm not sure if | shoukdlat a pity, but
that did not happen. After all, the fluct light ceg into the daughter
of the furniture shop’s owner broke a moment faatet in that
instant, |, the sub-individuality, established tight of control. We
recognized each other as Administrator, residirntgiwithe original
Quinella’s flesh, and Cardinal’'s sub-process, tagiavithin the flesh
of the daughter of the furniture shop’s owner. l#& same time, the
souls ceased breaking down and stabilized.”

A soul breaking down.

Cardinal’s words brought to mind the gloomy and diais
phenomenon | saw two evenings ago, one that | waaré to be sad
or glad for.

| crossed swords with the head elite swordsmamaiming of the
Master Sword Academy, Raios Antinous, and slasligai®two
arms with the Serlut-style secret move, «Whirl @ats. It was a
major injury that could have been a fatal wounthmreal world, but
his life would not have ended in the Underworldefgotten proper
treatment. | tried to maintain the numerical vadidais Life—what
served a$it pointsin this world, binding the open wounds on his two
arms to stop the blood flow.

However, it happened quicker than that. A bizacream gushed
out from Raios as he collapsed onto the floor aetims end.

Blood continued flowing out from his wounds at thiate. That
IS to say, his Life value had not gotten to zerg yhich, in other

34



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 07 — The Two Supervisors

words, meant that Raios died from a reason otlzar time total loss of
Life.

Right before collapsing, Raios found himself intaagion where
he had to choose between his life and the Tabcexirmhe to protect
and one to break. He was unable to choose, trappadinfinite loop
state, and his soul finally ended up breakingfitgpart, didn’t it?

| wondered if the phenomenon that assaulted Qainglbn
meeting a duplicate of her very own self was funelatally the same
thing. | couldn’t even begin to imagine the horttoait came with the
situation of having another existence with the eéxaemories and
thoughts as oneself.

During the few days after | woke up in the foremitd of Rulid,
| couldn’t form a conclusion on the possibility thavas an artificial
fluct light copied from the real Kirigaya Kazutohdre was always a
fear somewhere in my mind until | got cooperationt Selka of
Rulid Church and affirmed that | could go agaihgt Taboo Index
while recognizing it as the absolute law.

If nothing but my consciousness was thrown out arteendless
darkness, and my own, familiar voice spoke. “Yoe rauy duplicate.
You are merely a copy for experimenting with, omattcan be
deleted with a single keypress.” How severe wolddshock,
confusion, and fright | would taste in that moment?

“—How is it going, have you understood everythigiar?”

Those aged-teacher-like words were thrown at mien
opposite side of the table, pondering over evengthvith my head
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overheating. Raising my head, | blinked countlesge$ before
nodding in a vague manner.

“Ah... well, somewhat...”

“I'm finally about to reach the main point of myléaso it would
be a problem if you're already going to whine witlerely this
much.”

“The main point... | see, that’s right. | still haveheard what
exactly you wanted out of me.”

“Yes. | did continue waiting through those two huedlyears
ever since that day to tell you this, after all...viNilen, | believe |
was at the part where | split up from Administrator

Cardinal spoke as she fiddled with the now-empdycia,
spinning it with both hands.

“—On that day, | finally acquired a physical bodynay own.
To be accurate though, it was of that pitiful appiee nun, but... her
individuality was utterly annihilated the moment hight cube was
overwritten with data. Born out of that ruthlessereony and the
result of that unforeseen incident, | stared at Austrator before my
eyes for 0.3 seconds before finally taking thedafcourse of action.
In other words, | tried to eliminate her with sateets of the highest
level. | was a perfect copy of Administrator, whitieant | had a
system access authority at an equal level, youl ggedicted that if |
could gain the initiative, | could shave away hdelbefore the
resources in the surrounding space were exhauested,if it became
an exchange of arts of the same class. My firatktmagnificently
landed and what ensued after went according toxpgatations. A
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death match of clashing immense lightning and winndls, infernos
and ice daggers unfolded with the top floor of @entral Cathedral as
our stage, and our Lives rapidly plummeted. Ouepaas exactly the
same... in other words, |, the one who let loosditkeattack, should
have been the one to win.”
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My body abruptly shuddered upon imagining thatraish
between gods. The offensive sacred arts | kneweoéwmited to the
extremely rudimentary ones that changes the shEmdementslike
those used in the battle against Knight Eldrie.iiTbi#ensive abilities
were far from reaching a single hit from a swotdjggling to even
act as restraints or distractions, hardly ablake taway the Life of
anyone around......

“—Huh, wait a moment. You said that even Adminigira
wasn’t capable of killing somebody, didn’'t you? frghouldn’t that
restriction apply to you as well, as a copy? Whyenwoth of you able
to attack each other?”

Cardinal slightly pouted at her story getting inigted at the
good part even as she nodded and replied.

“Mgh... that was a good question. True, it is as yewsaid, even
Administrator, unbound by the Taboo Index as sheg, wauld not
break the prohibition on murder given to her whie@ was young, as
Quinella, by her parents. Even through my long yeddeliberation,
| have still yet to elucidate the origin behind gfeenomenon why us
artificial fluct lights are unable to disobey atders without
exception... however, this phenomenon is not as atesak you
might think.”

“...Which means...?”
“To show an example...”

Cardinal moved her right hand that held the teaahgve the
table. But for some reason, she was not loweriegtip onto the
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saucer, but onto the right side, an empty space—eineely before
its bottom touched the table cloth, her arm cansepoecise stop.

“I am unable to lower this cup any further.”
“Hah?”
Cardinal explained as she scowled at my dumbfounelgubnse.

“The reason is because when | was young, my motbér—
course, that would be Quinella’s—brought me up whentrivial rule
that «tea cups should be placed atop a saucertsagffect is still
valid, even now. The only significant taboo was daur but there
exist seventeen other foolish prohibitions sucth&s | am unable to
lower my arm any further no matter what | do anidfdrcibly put my
strength into it, an annoying, intense pain emeng@sy right eye.”

“...A painin... your right eye...”

“Even so, this is a huge difference compared taatrerage
inhabitant. They would be unable to even imagimettiought of
placing the cup upon the table in the first pldoeother words, they
would not even be able to gain the awarenesshbgtdre bound by
many unbreakable rules. That might have been teefbethem,
however...”

Probably aware that she was a completely artifloewhg, an
unfitting self-derisive smile ran over Cardinalsung face and she
quickly straightened back her arm.

“Now then... Kirito. Do you see this as a tea cup?”

HHeh?”
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After letting out a stupid voice, | intensely st the empty
cup gripped in Cardinal’s right hand.

It was made of white ceramic, simple curves fosities, with a
plain handle attached. No images or logos coulseaes aside from a
dark blue line against its edge.

“Well... 1 do see it as a tea cup, there was tea ifter all...”
“Fm. Then, how about now?”

Cardinal reached out the index finger on her lafidy then
lightly tapped the cup’s edge.

Liquid immediately gushed out from the cup’s bottioke
earlier and a stream of white vapor rose. Howetheraroma was
different this time. My nose instinctively twitchethis smell,
fragrant with its richness, was definitely not aoyt of black tea—it
couldn’t be anything but cream of corn soup.

As though showing it to me, stretching out my ndécardinal
tilted the cup slightly. It was a pale-yellow, ggdtiid as | expected,
filling the cup to its brim. There were even crawgpcarefully baked
brown, floating in there.

“Co-Corn soup! Thank you, | just started feelingkish and...”

“You dolt, I'm not asking about its contents. Winathis
vessel|?”

“Eeh...? Well... that's-"
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Not a single change had occurred to the cup itsetfe earlier.
But now that she mentioned it, it might have bedttla too simple,
too large, and too thick for a typical tea cup.

“Aah... A soup cup?”

When | timidly answered, Cardinal broadly grinnadshe
nodded.

“Yes. This is now a soup cup. After all, thereosijg within it
now, at any rate.”

And, as if to amaze me, she placed the cup, aast anto the
table cloth without any hesitation, ringing ouhad.

“Wha...!?”

“Look. This is how ambiguous the taboos given t@usicial
fluct light are. They can be overruled this easimply by changing
our subjective perception.”

Even while | was shocked into silence, that paldicacene two
days ago replayed in my mind once again.

Back then, Raios was about to mercilessly swingWwsrd down
at Eugeo, cowering away, at that exact momentddzhmto the
bedroom. If | hadn’t received it with my own swoRkios’s sword
would have probably severed Eugeo’s neck in a sisigish.

Murder was obviously the greatest taboo. But in ithstant,
from Raios’s viewpoint, Eugeo was not a fellow hmnaut a major
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criminal that violated the Taboo Index. By recogmyzthat, he easily
leapt past the taboo engraved upon his soul.

As | continued to brood in silence, a light souadg out from
the back of the chair opposite. Upon looking, Qaatlivas lifting up
the tea cup-correction, soup cup once again, anedib to her lips.
The meat buns and sandwiches | ate tens of miag@$ave already
converted to numbers in my Life, with a tight, sgzieg sensation in
my empty stomach.

“...Could I have some of that too?”
“You certainly are a gluttonous fellow. Hand ovewuy cup.”

While shaking her head as though she was astouti@edinal
still reached out with her left hand and flickee #dge of the cup |
pushed forward with a ping. The empty cup was imatedy filled
with the fragrant cream-yellow liquid.

After pulling the cup back in excitement and sigpinhafter
blowing at the steam, my eyes unintentionally dioaethe nostalgic,
rich flavor spreading within my mouth. There weoggs somewhat
similar in the Underworld too, but it had truly Ipeevo years since |
drank such perfect cream of corn soup.

| let out a satisfied sigh after drinking two, tan@ouths, then
Cardinal’s story resumed, as though she was wditnthat.

“Understand this; the taboos that bind us are ththgt can be
overruled with merely our perception, as | dematstt with the cup
earlier. We... Administrator and | did not think afah other as
human the moment we broke into battle. In my egles,was a broken
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system that would harm the world, and in hers, 3 wdothersome
virus she could not eliminate... There wasn't a @rgjired of
hesitation as we blew each other’s Lives away. Wéhanged arts of
the highest class, and | was finally two or thrgacks away from
eliminating Administrator or at the very least,rging it to a draw.”

Perhaps Cardinal had recalled the vexation fromtiime, as she
firmly chewed on her small lips.

“However... however, you see. At the end of endg, dearaved
woman realized the existence of that decisive diffee between
herself and me.”

“Decisive difference...? But the only difference beem
Administrator and you would be the outward appeegan. the
system access authority as well as the sacretharts/o of you were
versed in were exactly the same, right?”

“Naturally. It was obvious that the one who sucezedith the
preemptive strike, me, would be the one to gaitowcin the end.
Therefore... she threw sacred arts aside. Convertiegof the heaps
of high priority objects in the room into a weapshe also designated
the entire space we were battling in into a systemmand
prohibited address at the same time.”

“If... if she did something like that, wouldn’t she linable to
lift the prohibition too?”

“Yes, as long as she remained in the space, thiataalized her
aim the moment she chanted the command for weaeatian.
However, there was nothing | could do by then.dldn't lift it either
once commands were sealed away, after all... | r@htigt made a
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weapon as well and attempted to put an end toibgyhysical
damage.”

Cardinal stopped talking and lifted the staff ggiast the table.
She presented it to me in silence, so | reachedghy hand out
despite my bewilderment. A weight unimaginable fridgrslim
appearance assailed my right arm the moment lihaltd | panicked,
using my left hand as well, to barely hold ontantil it reached the
table. The staff, that laid down onto its side vatthick thump,
evidently possessed a priority higher than botholagk sword and
Eugeo’s Blue Rose Sword.

“| see... it’s not just your sacred arts usage aliyhgnat’s god
class, but your weapon equipping authority too,iuh

When | said so while rubbing my right wrist, Camlishrugged
her shoulders as though it was only natural.

“Administrator copied not only her memories anduilot
processes, but all of her authorities and Life lleas well, you see.
The sword that person generated and that stafi¢rgeed had the
exact same level of ability. Even when stuck witlygical combat
after discarding sacred arts, | thought | wouldh®eone to gain
victory in the end. However, upon assuming a stavitethe staff, |
finally realized Administrator’s true aim, that that decisive
difference between her and me...”

“That's why I'm asking, what exactly is that difearce?”

“It's simple. Look at this body.”
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Cardinal opened the front of her thick robe witin hght hand
and exposed her body clad in a white blouse, diaekches and
white knee-high socks. It was the figure of a yogir§ slim and
petite; one that contrasted her manner of speikehtiat of an elderly
sage, far too much.

Feeling as though | saw something | shouldn’tstimctively
cast my eyes down as | asked.

“Exactly what... about that body...?”

Her robe fluttering as she restored it to how isw@ardinal
groaned as though she was irritated.

“Goodness, you're certainly slow, aren’t you? Tmagining
yourself getting thrown into this body. Your persfpee and arm
lengths would be utterly different. Would you béeato wield and
fight with a sword as you've always done like that?

“...Ah..”

“Until that moment, | had always been in Administrés... that
IS, Quinella’s body which was rather tall for a warm | didn’t take
much notice of it during our exchange of sacres, dntit... at that
point when | wielded this staff and braced for émemy’s attack, |
finally understood that | was chased into a critpdeght.”

| certainly could agree now that she pointed it &wen in the
numerous VRMMOs in the real world, quite an amaafrttime was
required until one got used to judging distancedase-range
physical combat if one were to choose an avatdr a/gize much too
far away from one’s real body.
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“...By the way, what's the difference in height beéme
Administrator and the current you...?”

“It ought to be easily over fifty centimeters. Thmbad grin she
had on her face as she looked down on me fromdighhtis still
vivid in my memories. The battle started anew immady after, but
upon crossing weapons merely two or three timhagdino choice but
to admit my defeat was certain...”

“Th-Then... what happened?”

She obviously struggled out of it somehow, seemghe was
talking to me, but | still ended up involuntarilglding my breath.

“Administrator’s advantage was decisive, but shemitted a
mere, single mistake as well. You see, if she hdyl locked the
room’s exit before prohibiting the usage of sysmmmmands, |
would have been killed with no path of escape. €889 no human
emotions, [—”

Cardinal’s expression appeared truly vexed, bubrhnbe
cutting in the conversation with that.

“—judged that | had to withdraw not a moment soca&dt ran
towards the door like lightning. All while Administtor’s sword,
swinging down from behind, reduced my Life as dzgd my
back...”

“Th-That’s... scary, huh...

“I do expect you would end up in a situation likenmtoo,
someday, though. With how you’ve been ogling antrfg with
females everywhere in this two years and two mohths
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“I... I haven’t been ogling, flirting, or doing anytig of that
sort.”

| strongly rubbed my mouth upon receiving that veseen
assault, then abruptly frowned.

“N-No, wait a minute. Two years and two months... 'titell
me you’'ve always been watching me...?”

“Of course | have been. It may have been two yaadstwo
months among the two hundred years | went throlighit was still
long, unexpectedly.”

| could feel nothing but astonishment. So that meanevery
action here and there were observed by this yoagg down to the
last detail? It wasn't like | was purposefully tagiany action of
guestionable conduct that | couldn’t let others e neither did |
have the confidence to say that | didn’t take &tgwever, there
wasn’t any time to individually inspect the memerad my past bit-
more-than-two years right now... or so | told mysgifcibly pulling
back my thoughts.

“W-Well, | won’t chase the issue for now. ...So, how gou
escape from Administrator?”

“Fn. —Getting out of the living room on the top dioof the
cathedral somehow, | regained the authority tosaseed arts, but the
situation did not change. After all, if | tried ¢ounterattack with
sacred arts, she would simply have to designatadlway as a
prohibited space this time. It would be like domaghing but
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changing my means of escape from running to flighgured |
needed to run into places her attacks could notrearemake my
preparations.”

“Even if you say that... Administrator’s the supeorn®f the

world like her name suggests, right? Is there amye/ishe can’t get
in?”

“Certainly, she assumed the name of god with tmeenaf a
supervisor, but she doesn’t quite possess thewbsminnipotence of
one. There are a mere two places in this world evBae can’'t do as
she likes.”

“Two places...?”

“One would be beyond the mountain range at the edtiee
Dark Territory that the masses of the Human Walskled the land
of darkness. The other would be the Great LibravgiR we are in
right now. In the first place, this library room sva space created by
Administrator upon finding out there was a limititer own memory,
as an external memory storage device, so to sptestkres the
extensive amount of data related to all system cand® as well as
the Underworld. —Thus, she thought that she hatbtall she could
to prevent any human aside from herself from conmmngere. Hence,
she made it within the cathedral despite it nd¢dohthere spatially.
There was only a single door to enter and not totioe the
command to call it out was known only to her... nelydo her and
me.”

“‘H-Haa...”
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| looked around the Great Library Room once agaith
passages, stairs and bookshelves arranged ovealsiwers. The
cylindrical wall appeared to be made from plaircks, but—

“Then, beyond the wall is...”

“Nothing. The wall itself is invincible, but evehit was broken,
probably only a stretch of nothingness would await on its other
side.”

| started wondering exactly what would happen & pfunged in
there, but | lightly shook my head and shifted imyughts.

“—Erm, that single door you mentioned was the oeepassed
through when we came in here from the rose garddiee”

“Nay, that door was one | created much later. Hupoois
double doors existed in the center of the lowestrfuntil two
hundred years ago. As | ran from Administrator’sspit with my life
at stake, | recited the art to call out those ddonss still obstructed
around two times despite my speed. Somehow comgléte
command, | leapt through the doors that appeargdnakthe hallway,
and immediately closed and locked them.”

“Locked... that said, the highest minister’s authol&vel was
the same as yours, so wouldn't it get opened fitwgrother side?”

“| suppose. However, luckily, while locking it fromside the
library room is done by turning the key ninety degg to the right,
unlocking it from outside required a tedious anal. Separated by a
single set of doors, | chanted a new art ritualleviistening to
Administrator’s voice, filled with a cold intent taurder, chant the
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unlock command. The moment the key turned to thidéfore my
eyes was roughly the same time as | finished noalrit.”

Perhaps recalling her memories of that time, Cafdjantly
squeezed her own body with her arms. It was a $tony two
hundred years ago, but a chill ran down my spisefjom imagining
the scene. Finishing up the corn soup, of whichetlweas a little left, |
took in a breath of air and asked.

“The ritual you chanted then was one to break tha d. is that
it?”

“Yes. | blew the one and only path that linked ¢laghedral to
this Great Library Room, those huge doors, intolspiaces. In that
iInstant, this place was completely isolated fromdhtside world and
| managed to escape from Administrator’s pursuiind that’s how it
happened.”

“...And the reason why the highest minister didn’tk@a door
again...?”

“I mentioned earlier, did | not, that Administratimst created
the Great Library Room with the doors, thereafter separated it
from the cathedral. The coordinate values of thees in the system
are constantly changing random numbers in unuggdire. Unless
one could accurately predict those numerals, iaterfce from the
outside was no longer possible.”

“| see... But the Central Cathedral’s coordinatesfiaesd, so it's
possible to connect passages from here to thedeutsiuh?”
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“That’s exactly it. That said, doors created arenediately
detected by Administrator’s familiars after openihgven once, so
they can’t be used twice. Like that rose garderr tloat picked Eugeo
and you up earlier.”

“I-I am really sorry about that...”

| lowered my head meekly and the young sage lea@mall
laugh before shifting her sight towards the libresgm’s ceiling
dome. The two eyes beyond her glasses narrowedhsmchurmured
as though she was mulling over something.

“...l fought the error | should have been correcting,
Administrator, and irrefutably lost. Fleeing in ansightly manner, |
took refuge in this place... devoting myself to abselly nothing but
observation and deliberation for the two hundrearyeince...”

“...Two hundred years...”

—Or so | muttered, but there was no way |, who expeed
seventeen and a half years in the real world arateelerated two
years in the Underworld for a total of less thaenty years, could
grasp a real feel for that length of time. | coatdy image it as a vast
stream of time at most.

The girl before my eyes lived through a periodimfet that could
be said to be equal to even infinity. On her owthis Great Library
Room without even a single rat, surrounded onlyroyintains of
silent books. Even words like solitude failed tpesss it any longer:
this utter isolation from the world. There was mauece | could stand
two hundred years even if | was left in this samesion. | would
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definitely open the door on my own volition evern Knew it was the
path to my own ruin.

No, wait. Before getting to that—

“Cardinal... you did say the lifespan of a fluct lighas around a
hundred and fifty years, didn’'t you? Nearing thiatit was what made
Administrator try and copy her own fluct light aatll... How exactly
did you get through those two hundred years’ woftiime after
splitting up?”

“| suppose it was only natural for you to ask that.

Cardinal took some time to return the now-empty oo the
table, then nodded.

“Even if my fluct light was selectively copied bydAinistrator,
there isn’t anywhere near the amount of allowaremdad for an even
longer stretch of memories to be placed in. Theesfieearranging my
own memories had to be my first course of actioonugecuring some
safety for the moment after escaping into the Gréaary Room.”

“Re-Rearranging...?”

“Indeed. The topic that came out earlier in thareple, directly
editing a file without a back-up. If even a singlxident occurred
during the operation, my consciousness would havegbly
dissolved into light within the light cube.”

“Er-Erm... So, that means you still held the authyotit
manipulate that Light Cube Cluster somewhere irr¢laé world even
after getting confined in this library room, right?that case, rather
than accessing your own, wouldn’t it be possiblgddor
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Administrator’s fluct light and do some sort ofeatk like blowing
away her soul...?”

“That would work just as well the other way rouhdwever.
But unfortunately—or perhaps fortunately, to usetyipe of sacred
arts that change a target’s state, one would giyhéeve to be in
direct contact with the targanit or object or at the very least, have
the target within one’s line of sight. Even witletboncept of «range»
around, that is. As such, that was why Administratd to bother
taking the daughter of the furniture shop’s owrleth@ way up to the
top floor of the cathedral, like how she needethke you and Eugeo
to the church.”

| involuntarily shivered upon hearing that. If wadm’t
succeeded in our reckless breakout, who knew wbatdahave
happened at the place where interrogation and wéaaetse would be
conducted.

“—In other words, having isolated myself in thisriary room, |
was unable to attack Administrator’s fluct lighgeedless of how
much power | had and able to avert attacks fromahére same
time.”

Whether she knew of my anxiety or not, Cardinaldo®d her
long eyelashes behind those glasses and contireregidnds.

“Rearranging my own soul... was a truly intimidatiogeration.
After all, those memories that could currently Ipadly recalled
would disappear without leaving a trace behind aigingle
command. However, | had no choice but to do ibuld easily
Imagine that it would take a terrifying long tinedelete
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Administrator as long as things stayed as they were see. —In the
end, | deleted all the memories from when | was@lla, as well as
those after becoming Administrator, ninety-severceat of it all...”

“Wha... th-that’s practically everything, isn't it!?”

“Indeed. That long, long story of Quinella | spdkeyou about
was actually not experienced by myself personally,merely
knowledge | wrote down before the deletion. | carexen remember
the faces of the parents who brought me up. Neitteewarmth of the
bed | fell into slumber each night, nor the tadtthe sweet fried
bread | used to love... | mentioned it, didn’t |, thao not even
possess a single shred of human emotions. | amgagm with nearly
all memories and emotions lost, taking action puwglder the order
burnt into my soul, «to stop the main process Weit insane».
That's the sort of existence | am.”

Cardinal’'s face was cast downwards as a smiletmgs
surface, but it appeared to me to be filled witbreliness so deep
that it couldn’t be expressed in words. You ararpirogram, you
should have emotions just like me and the redgt@hiumans; |
wanted to say so, but the words wouldn’t come out.

Lifting her face, Cardinal glanced at me sunk larsie and
smiled again before she began moving her mouth owre.

“...As the result of selectively deleting my memoriesecured
sufficient free capacity in my fluct light for thene being. Having
gained much time, | recovered from my miserabl@aps@and worked
on a plan in order to deal a blow against Admiaistrin return. —I
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considered catching her unaware and bringing atfadace fight to
her once again. It's not possible to open a passaties library room
from outside, but like what you’ve said earlier tieverse is, after all.
The command to install a door has a «range» as bglanywhere
from the Central Cathedral’'s garden to its midtberfs is within it.
She does descend to the lower floors of the tothilergh seldom, so
opening a door at those times opens up the passiioif a surprise
attack. And | got used to controlling this body xipectedly easily
too.”

“...So0 that's it. It does sound worth it if you canagantee a
preemptive attack, but... still, it's quite a gambight? It wouldn’t
have been odd if Administrator put something updieeves...”

A surprise attack rarely succeeds when the othdy =
conscious of a chance of being attacked. There gereral times |
set up and was set up for an ambush in my SAO tiowedut it
didn’t work out most of the time with the targetlois or her guard,
thinking ‘a surprise attack looks likely to happmrer there’. Cardinal
nodded, seemingly annoyed, when | pointed it out.

“Before Quinella even became the highest minisiee, had a
gift to find out the weaknesses of others. Like sh& noticed my
weakness, my stature, in the midst of that bafter ave split up, she
deduced the advantage she had that | didn’t inndatstate of affairs
and made haste to utilize it.”

“Advantage... But you and Administrator basically pess the
exact same level of capability in offense and defenight? And well,
how do | say this, your intellects too.”

56



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 07 — The Two Supervisors

“I do have qualms with how you put it, but certgiil
She snorted, then continued.

“There’s almost no difference in combat potentetvzeen me
and her by ourselves. Of course, that applies whign it stays as a
one-on-one match, thatis.”

“One-on-one... —Aah, so that's it.”

“That’s how it is. | am a recluse with no one tontto, in
comparison to her, the ruler of an enormous orgaio, the Axiom
Church... Administrator became strongly aware ofgglals of
copying her own fluct light through giving birth gohindrance, me,
and being driven to the brink of death. That sdig to her
overflowing memories, the circumstances of herdamjicuits
collapsing had not changed. She had to resortn@tong, but unlike
me, she did not venture into the high-risk measéidirectly editing
her memories. There, she reluctantly settled witbrapromise. She
maintained the minimum free capacity required betiley extremely
recent memories from the surface, an operation thrisk, and
reduced the amount of newly recorded informatioth&best of her
ability.”

“Reduce... even you say that, don't memories just pg by
going through each day whether you want them d?’not

“It depends on the way you spend it, does it not?eM
information gets inputted in the more you see nioee places you
go, the more thoughts you think, but how wouldatifoyou don’t take
even a single step from your canopy bed in younrand spend the
entire time with your eyes shut for example?”
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“Uh... there’s no way | could do that. | would evenefer
swinging a sword for the entire day.”

“I am aware of your lack of composure well enougthaut
needing you to point it out now.”

| couldn’t say a thing about that. | don’t know ludxjective for
doing so, but if Cardinal had always been obserunygcactions, she
would have already been well aware of those casttalls | took
without informing Eugeo whenever | had free time.

Immediately tightening her mouth that was slowlgniong into a
smile, the sage continued talking.

“...However, Administrator does not have those ‘I'oréd’ or
‘I have nothing to do’ sort of feelings, unlike yothat person would
lie on her bed for days and weeks if necessarylanmmersed in her
sweet memories, from before she became the rukeokorid,
within her half-asleep-half-awake slumber, that1s...

“But she’s the one in the highest position of thaotn Church,
right? Wouldn't she have duties to perform, spescbeayive, or
anything else that she has no choice but to dacoousnt of her
position?”

“Certainly, there are such responsibilities. She tikahave an
audience with the four emperors during the religitastival at the
start of the year and she needs to descend toitlthenand lower
floors of the cathedral to check on the managermsstem for the
world at scheduled times. And each time with heardwp against
any possible surprise attacks from me too. ThediAistrator took
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up new measures. She delegated most of her dutlestahe same
time, gathered loyal yet powerful followers to seas her escorts...”

“And so there’s the advantage that you, alone hysaf, don’t
have and she, as the ruler of an enormous orgamzaioes, huh?
...But on the contrary, doesn’t that increase thelle¥ uncertainty?
If she gathers several escorts capable of facingwdh the same
level of combat potential as her, and those pedgdede to rebel
against her, Administrator won’t be able to hold ovn either,
right?”

Cardinal lightly shrugged her shoulders and rektitat same
word as a reply to my question.

“Didn’t | say they were absolutely loyal?”

“Sure, the inhabitants of this world don’t disobmgers from
their superiors, but you did say that that wasbdaute too. If those
escorts were to think that the highest minister avpawn of the land
of darkness on some sort of impulse...”

“Naturally, that woman understood that the possybias not
zero too. After all, she did turn heaps of humartb tMgh
transgression quotients into research subjectsdRBIbedience is not
always loyalty... no, that woman would not trust anaet even if the
escort swore an oath of allegiance from the haduer all, that
woman was betrayed by even her own copy.”

Saying so, Cardinal broadly grinned.

“She required a guarantee that the escorts wowddlately not
betray her under all circumstances to bestow upemtauthorities
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and equipment worthy of opposing me. So what ceb&ldo? The
answer was simple: she would merely have to chdrega to become
so, through their very fluct lights.”

“...Wh-What was that?”

“The complex command for that had already been dei@qb.
Namely, the «Synthesis Ritual».”

“Erm... the unification between soul and memory, Was

“Yes. In addition, she had a plentiful supply offHquality raw
materials that possessed powerful souls. The humgnsigh
transgression quotients she captured, used inxperienents and
frozen to preserve them afterward, were all endowidd high
capabilities, without a single exception. ...Or rathperhaps | should
say that it was due to their excellent wisdom amgsmue, that they
would harbor suspicion towards the Taboo Index/Aaxdm
Church... Within the ones first captured, there was who was
called both an unparalleled swordsman and a hewmledthed the
rule of the church, ran to the remote legions Withcomrades, and
pioneered his own village. That swordsman triedrass the
«mountain range at the edge» that separated thek\viorld and
the Dark Territory, which was what caused him tbagglucted by the
church, but Administrator chose him to be her fiogal escort.”

It sounded like a story | heard somewhere; Cardinatinued
ahead while | failed in chasing after that thought.

“Most of that swordsman’s memories were damagethéy
experiments, but that, on the other hand, was teofAgiministrator’'s
advantage. Any memories before his capture werelgnamuisance,
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after all. That person used ahjectthat enforces unconditional
loyalty towards her, the «Piety Module», and... wellpoks like a
purpleprismaround this size...”

Cardinal showed a gap of about ten centimeters h@tlsmall
hands as she spoke.

The instant | pictured that object in my mind, harer my entire
body rose with a jolt. | saw that thing before. Ahdas just a few
hours ago too.

“...In the Synthesis Ritual, that prism embeds itgethe
target’s head through the middle of the forehedmlotigh that, the
soul that had its memories plundered unifies widnafactured
memories, which also serve as principles of belmavesulting in a
new individuality. A supreme warrior who oaths dbs® allegiance
to the church and Administrator and acts purehtliersake of
preserving the Human World as it is... The ritualcaeded and
Administrator termed the person who awoke aggagrator, as he
was one who reforms disorder, preserves integarty, unifies all
under the church’s rule, everywhere in the wolflgolu’re ascending
the cathedral, the possibility of that one, theestdntegrity knight,
standing before you and Eugeo is not zero. It wbeldhest to
remember his name.”

Cardinal stared into my face and solemnly continued
“Bercouli Synthesis One... that is the name of thragkt.”

“...N-No, that's impossible, there’s no way that’s it
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| shook my head with all my might before Cardinalilcl close
her lips.

Bercouli.

Wasn't that the name of that legendary great HebEugeo
once told me about, with his expression filled vattmiration? He
was the brave warrior from the first generatiosettlers at Rulid
Village, explored the mountain range at the edgd,taed to steal the
«Blue Rose Sword» from the white dragon that ptetethe Human
World.

| believe not even Eugeo knew about Bercouli’slfyears. He
probably imagined he continued living in Rulid ayréw old—he
couldn’t have thought he was abducted by Administrand
remodeled into her first integrity knight.

“Hey... hey, Cardinal, you also knew about that axiety
difficult fight where Eugeo and | teamed up agakslrie Synthesis
Thirty-one... who would be the thirty-first integrignight, right?
How could you expect us to fight againstimber onall of a sudden
and win?”

The sage, however, simply shrugged her shoulderswaapt my
objection aside.

“It's no time to shiver over Bercouli alone. Likey've said, the
grand total of integrity knights has reached thote now.”

There’s another thirty masters stronger than Eldkanting to
avert my eyes from the harsh reality, | spoke.
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“Despite there being so many, | haven't seen lote@m. Ever
since | came to the central, there was only onocenwisaw an
integrity knight flying on a flying dragon in theght sky.”

“Naturally, the main duty of the integrity knightsthe defense
of the mountain range at the edge, after all. Triilg tme they would
be in the city is when a major criminal who defted Taboo Index
appears and that hasn’t happened even once intdregears.
Normally, even the nobles and imperial familiesdaw chance to
see the integrity knights, let alone the rest efrtlasses. ...One could
say they were separated away from them, however...”

“Hmm... Ah, but does that mean that the majorityra thirty
knights are at the mountain range at the edge?”

| asked with a hint of anticipation, but Cardin@hdily shook her
head.

“I wouldn’t say it’s the majority. The number of igits awake
within the cathedral right now should be at theyJpeast, twelve or
thirteen. If you and Eugeo intend to complete y@aspective goals,
you would have no choice but generally to brea&ugh them to
reach the cathedral’s top floor.”

“Even if you say that... we have no choice...”

Sliding on the chair as | sank into depressiont but a deep
sigh.

To put it into RPG-like terms, I'm feeling like wigt plunged into
the last dungeon while completely lacking the emapt and levels.
True, | made the far, far journey to the centrabdnder to struggle to
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the cathedral’s top floor and contact someoneernrdéal world, but |
feel like | could even honestly say that the diggan combat ability
between the integrity knights and us was hopeless.

| dropped my gaze to my chest in silence. Thankedanagical
meat bun | gotten from Cardinal, the wound | reedifrom Integrity
Knight Eldrie’s «armament full control art» was qaletely healed,
but traces still remained in that spot, a stingpaq.

If the knights appearing from now onwards weredatronger
than Eldrie, the chances of clearing it througmtab attacks alone are
low... as | thought about that, | recalled the cusiowcident that
happened at the end of the battle in the rose gaydee more.

The integrity knight suddenly suffered pain upompgeold his
own history and the name of his mother by Eugdbndpon his
knees onto the ground. That transparent prisnrdsat out with
purple light from his forehead while he was halfiscous— That
was definitely the real «Piety Module» Cardinallspof earlier. It
was the key item used to alter the integrity krsghgo and
memories, turning them into absolutely loyal slagEthe highest
minister.

But was that effect really as absolute as Cardia@l? Eldrie
seemed like he would have been freed from the netglabercive
force just by hearing his mother’'s name... from minpof view, at
least. If the same phenomenon can develop on i@z khights as
well, that would mean there’s another method am® crossing
swords with them head-on, and open up the pogsygifoli Eugeo’s
dear wish of «returning Integrity Knight Alice te original Alice»
to come true.
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Cardinal’'s calm voice reached my ears while | waskan my
thoughts.

“There is a little more to the end of my story, mapntinue?”
“...Ah, aah, please go ahead.”

“Understood. —Now then, as Administrator had cortesle
several integrity knights, starting from Bercotiie chance of a
surprise attack from me had fallen without end.rENehey weren'’t
at Administrator’s level, the knights had defintéligh offensive and
defensive abilities as it was impossible for eventondelete them in
an instant. | had no choice but to be resignedtang our battle
extended for an endlessly long period of time...”

It seems Cardinal’s long, long story was finallgcking its end.
| straightened my posture atop the chair and fatosethe sage’s
dignified tone.

“As long as the situation remained changed, it bexalear that
|, too, needed a collaborator. —However, it wouddno easy task to
find one willing to fight the ruler of the world W me. You see, that
person would first have to possess a transgresgsiotient high
enough to break the Taboo Index, and on top of tiestd to have a
level of fighting strength and sacred arts usagleasity on par with
integrity knights. | risked the perils and openetbar as far as |
could to use a different art, «consciousness stpayion the living
birds and insects, and released them into the wholttl...”

“Ha-haa... So those were your eyes and ears, huid @dae
that that's how you observed me too...?”
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“Indeed.”

Cardinal gave a broad grin and reached out withrigat hand.
Facing the palm upwards, she curled her fingedgtiough calling
for someone. Upon which—

“Uwaah!?”

Some sort of small thing suddenly jumped out fromdrea
around my fringe, landing onto Cardinal’s palm wiilha sound.
When | took a look, it was a pitch-black spider Barahan even the
fingertip of my little finger. Nimbly turning abouit looked up at me
with the four deep crimson eyes it had in fronite®head, and lifted
its right foreleg and greeted me... or so it seemed.

“Her name is Charlotte. She has always been olmsgthe
speech and behavior of both of you from your farksoor within
your pocket, or a corner of the room at times, sugce you left Rulid
Village with Eugeo. ...It seems she did more tharejyunbserving
every now and then, however.”

The spider retracted its eight legs and shruggetthy shoulders
at being talked about by Cardinal; or so it seemed.

| finally realized after those cute gestures. The who tugged a
strand of hair at my forelocks and taught me theeod path to go
while fleeing from the integrity knight, who rodest flying dragon,
might possibly be this thing. No, it wasn’t jusatlone time. | should
have been conscious of that same sensation taktclountless times
at the important times ever since | set out oruaney from Rulid,
entered the swordsmanship tournament at Zakkaddoacame a
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guard, even after | enrolled in the Master Sworddemy in the
central.

“...S0, that tugging thing wasn’t just some divinspiration of
mine, but my hair was really being pulled on, huh...”

As | murmured in a daze, | recalled all of thosenss from one
place or another, then the last, especially impbrizemory came
back to me. Unable to hold it in, | leaned forwardl whispered to
the black spider, not even reaching five millimster size, staying
motionlessly on Cardinal’s palm.

“Th-That’s right, could it be that time too... werewythe one
who encouraged me when all those budding zephlygeswy were
cut...? The one who said to believe in the wishaét®isurrounding
flowers...”

The voice that remained in my memories was that ®dmewhat
adult woman. In that case, the black spider bafoyreeyes might have
the individuality of a female as the name, Chaglasiggests, but was
it even possible for a bug that wasn’'t a humanrateeha soul—a fluct
light in the first place?

As | tossed about various questions, Charlotte arsivnone of
them and continued looking at me with her deepesaxt, but then
abruptly got off Cardinal’s palm, nimbly ran onteettable,
disappeared after jumping into a nearby bookshelf.

Having sent off the small familiar, Cardinal murrednn a
gentle tone.
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“Charlotte was the oldest observation unit | setd the each
land of the Human World through art rituals. Hardplong duty had
finally ended with this. The natural degeneratibher Life was
frozen, so | suppose she had already worked fartexee hundred
years...”

“...Observation unit...”

Muttering so, | looked at the bookshelf Charlotiped into
once again. Her duty should have been nothing Ibsg¢rwing Eugeo
and me. However, in these two years since | leftdRCharlotte had
pulled on my forelocks and given me advice in warspat times,
helping me out countless times. When | think alipuitmerely didn’t
notice her existence, she was a fellow travelesasiéo me than even
Eugeo was.

—Thank you.

Expressing my gratitude within my heart, | facee Hookshelf
and lowered my head.

Turning my gaze back to Cardinal, | asked aftdi@tsmoment
of thought.

“In other words, you've... shut yourself up in thise@t Library
Room while you continued searching for a human yoaof being a
collaborator for over two hundred years throughdpes and ears of
familiars...?”

“Yes. | am unable to check out humans’ transgresgimtients
directly from here, after all. Whenever gossip e€pliar incidents
reach my ears, | get the observation units to nilogee and observe
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the humans that caused it... | devoted myself pumesteady
searching in that manner. It was not merely ondevime that | saw a
human that caught my attention being taken awayhéyntegrity
knights before my eyes. | may not possess emotimrighe
knowledge of the meanings of the words, ‘disappoeartt’ and
‘perseverance’, were forced into me. ...Honestly kjpeg it wasn’t
like | haven’t thought of soon getting acquaintathwhe meaning of
the phrase, ‘giving up’, in these ten years or so.

A smile, with the weight of two hundred years behine, drifted
onto Cardinal’s small lips.

“You see, while | sat and viewed upon the worldn#aistrator
built up a more proactive system to ensure mighdayriars would
become integrity knights. And that is the truth inehwhat you and
Eugeo were aiming for, the «Four Empires Unity Taument».”

“...So0 that means to say that the swordsmen thaedairctory
in the tournament did not take up the honor of ¢p@ippointed as an
integrity knight, but...”

“They were made into integrity knights, regardlegsheir will.
As the strongest puppets, their prior memories wesated away
while they blindly obeyed the highest minister. Haes that
contributed greatly to the numbers of the integkityghts were given
monetary rewards, large enough to dazzle their, eyebbestowed
the status of higher class aristocrats upon thamsing an unanimous
opinion among parents of the nobles and the weatiichants, to
have their children study the sword. And those ktaghemselves
were posted to lands where contact with their nagfamilies was
impossible, severing their connections with the.pas
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“...S0 what you meant by ‘separated away’ was...”

“Yes, that contrivance. —Among the thirty integritgights, half
are those arrested for committing a taboo, whiedather half are all
tournament champions. And that Eldrie Synthesistytane who
bruised you was one among those as well.

“| see... so that was how it works, huh...”
Letting out a gloomy sigh, | coughed.

So it was a stroke of luck instead, that Sortiliseapai, who |
served as a valet, and Gorgolosso-senpai, who Esegeed, failed to
achieve victory in the tournament this year. Ifthena-senpai won
against Eldrie and became the tournament chamgtienmoceeding
on, the one lying in wait at the rose garden plaaald have been her
made into an integrity knight with her memoried.los

That's not all. If it went as Eugeo and | first &dhfor, being
elected as the academy representatives and sudgesshning
through the tournament next year... Or perhaps, ifaNed to escape
from the underground jail and got dragged out &ititerrogation
place. It doesn’t matter to a natural fluct ligkelmyself, but the
chances of Eugeo ending up as the thirty-secoediity knight were
high. This was what the saying, “go for wool andhedback shorn”,
was meant for.

Cardinal spoke in a soft voice to me, my body sleuitdj.

“—Thus, in these more than two hundred years, Acstrator
steadily solidified her defenses and my hopes dwthdndlessly.
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Even I've considered it. About why | even had tosdonething like
this...”

Those burnt-brown eyes gazed at the high ceiling®Great
Library Room. Her two eyes flickered countless sms though she
saw a mirage of warm sunlight through the chillyngt dome.

“...The world | saw through the observers’ eyes weaubiful
and flooded with light. There were children havfog running
around the grassy plains, girls blushing red wotrel and mothers
affectionately smiling upon the babies carriechi@it arms. If nothing
had happened to the owner of this body, that dangtftthe furniture
shop owner, as she grew up, she should have gattefhthat. She
should have been able to live an ordinary lifeprgmt of the world’s
contrivances, and reminiscence about her blesfiie while on
the brink of death as her family takes care ofdndy, seventy years
down the road...”

Was it a figment of my imagination that Cardinaklvering her
eyelashes as she stitched her words together msper, gently
shivered?

“...I resented the behavioral principle of correctthg main
process’s mistakes burnt into the core of my saénd | decided that |
was an old woman soon to die. A withered old tréene all radiance
of the living had already left and purely awaite thoment its Life
runs out. Strangely enough, my manner of speeclalsadurned out
like this without my intent. In the ceaseless dafysing myself in
the work of the humans through the borrowed eateefamiliars |
released into the world, | continued thinking. g the gods from
the outside world who created this one leave Adstrator’s tyranny
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alone...? The God of Creation Stacia, the God oftne Solus, and
the God of the Land Terraria are fabricated godgdeigy the Axiom
Church for their rule, but the name of the true,gd®lath», can be
spotted everywhere on the catalog that lists esgstem command,
after all. Rath is the collective name of the god&dministrator and
| make up the existence of that false god creayatiém that lacks a
soul, Cardinal, and the two behavioral principlasb into it.
Questions about that world stacked up ever highentore | knew of
its secrets, without ever being resolved.”

“Wait... wait a moment.”

Unable to follow the rapid development of the stdryut into
the conversation.

“Then... that thing about this world being a simwatcreated
by Rath and that thing about the original Cardbehg a program
with two processes, one main and one sub, too, wkat you figured
out through conjecture alone?”

“It's nothing to be surprised over. Anyone can rettat
conclusion with two hundred years’ worth of timalahe built-
in databaseof the Cardinal System.”

“Database.. | see, so that's where you got that vocabulary of
yours that was unlike those of the Underworld intaadis, huh?”

“Along with the flavor of that corn soup you draedrlier. That
said, there is probably much deviation between ngeustanding of
many terms and yours... However, this guess is delynaccurate, at
the very least. The reason behind why Underworidush too
imperfect as a creation of god and why Administratansightly
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ruling system remains disregarded... there is onb/mwssible reason
left. The true god, Rath, does not wish for thepgydpres of the
humans in this world. Instead, it is the opposttthat... the world
exists purely for them to observe what sort ofstasice would the
inhabitants put up as a humongous vise slowly, Islalamps down
upon them. —You might not know, but there has m®mcrease in
deaths among humans unable to maintain their l[duesto causes
like endemic diseases, rampancy of dangerous heastpoor
harvest of crops in the remote areas in the reg@ans. This is a
phenomenon brought about by the increase of tred@arametes
that even Administrator is unable to change.

“Load... paramete? Now that you mention it, you said
something like that earlier, didn't you. Some kofdoad experiment
or something.”

“Yes. Strictly speaking, the load is still increagiday by day at
the current moment, but... the trial that will appeeathe
final phaseof the load experiment as recorded indagabasas
incomparable to something like a disease.”

“What exactly... will be happening...?”

“The egg, known as the Human World, held within vise will
finally have its shell broken. You know of it tadg you not, of what
lays outside the Human World.”

“The Dark Territory...?”

“Exactly. That world of darkness is the device bunlorder to
confer ultimate anguish upon the inhabitants. d sai earlier, but
those labeled as monsters of the darkness, thengpbtcs, and other
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races are existences with the same fluct lightsiasans, endowed
with the principles of behavior to slaughter anithge. They simply
organize themselves into a hierarchy where stretigtérmines their
superiority, building up a primitive, but powerfaimy. Their
population may be half of what the Human World lag,their
individual combat ability is like far beyond th&tlmmans. That
horrifying group is eagerly awaiting the day, teaéen the word,
atrocious, will fail to describe, when they invatie territory of the
Human World people who they call «<ium» in theirdaage. It's
likely a tale not too far off in the future.”

“An army...”

The topic provoked more than mere shivers. It wdnddo
exaggeration to say that the goblin leader thaigyaated in a
struggle to the death with me in the cave in themtain range at the
edge, two years ago, was a ferocious fighter. Sirtiphking about
how a military with several thousands or sevenas tef thousands of
those like him would come attacking caused my blkoolleeze. As |
shook my head bit by bit, | spoke in a croaky voice

“...The Human World has many guards and knights dk.we
but | won’t mince my words, they have no chancemining. With
that sort of swordsmanship in this world that fesien being a
performance art, there is absolutely no possibaftthem winning...”

With that, Cardinal immediately replied with a nod.

“Obviously. ...Rath’s plans likely had the Human Whbrl
forming up a mighty army capable of opposing thekDigerritory
right about now. Their usage authorities for equeptand sacred arts
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would increase by continuously battling againstrthieor but
incessant raids of goblins, while working out svemn@gnship styles
and group tactics applicable for actual combat. e\mv, as you know
as well, that is far from the present situationo8Bmen don’t
experience actual combat even once, pursuing rgpthinthe
appearance of their styles, and the army commatihersigher class
nobles, are wallowing in extravagance. The entaitesf affairs is
one brought about by Administrator and the intgdtrtights she
created.”

“...What do you mean?”

“Integrity knights, with authorities of the highdetel and
sacred instrument-class equip bestowed upon themajmly are
powerful. Powerful enough to sweep away the somgthike those
invading groups of goblins from the mountain raagée edge
without any trouble, with merely eight of them gdiag it. —
However, due to that, the commoners who were allyirsupposed
to fight those goblins ended up passing severallfads of years
without experiencing a single battle. The massesvkmothing about
the oncoming menace and purely living immersedendtagnation
known as peace...”

“...Does Administrator know that the final phase loé¢ {oad
experiment will be beginning soon?”

“She ought to know. However, she underestimatesutimy of
darkness, believing the thirty integrity knightddrerself alone are
capable of driving them away without a hitch. Sccimthat she even
had those guardian dragons in the north, south, @as west, who
were supposed to provide a valuable boost in wearpial, massacred
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for the reason of her being unable to gain comvelk them. It would
likely sadden your partner if he heard this, thatdne who
slaughtered the white dragon, a charming conversalist in the
legends, was Bercouli himself after being remodetéal an integrity
knight.”

“...It's best if he doesn’t hear of that story.”

| muttered so as | sighed. Recalling that moundéimones | saw
In the underground of the mountain range at the gdghut my eyes
for a moment before raising my face and asking.

“Realistically speaking, how would it be? When #rey of
darkness comes attacking, would Administrator &edrntegrity
knights be able to go against them alone?

“It's impossible.”
Cardinal prompted refuted.

“True, the integrity knights are experts who exgeced many
years of actual combat, but their numbers are telyntoo few, and
overwhelming so. Also, the sacred arts Administratommand have
might equal to natural disasters, but as | havetioeed, she has to
expose herself within the range of the enemiesedls o use those
arts. Even if each individual of the army of darksaes absolutely no
match for Administrator, their sacred arts... nohags | should call
them dark arts instead, anyway, they have as mgstgra command
users as there are stars in the skies. Even ihsheerates a hundred
art users with a downpour of lightning bolts onglee would probably
be pierced through with a thousand flames in the imstant. |
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wouldn’t know if she would die with that enormouige_of hers, but
at the very least, it is certain that she woulé fback to this tower.”

“Hold... hold on for a bit, please. That means... thie tthis
world has won’t change regardless of whether weatef
Administrator or not, doesn’t it? You wouldn’t bela to drive away
the army of darkness even upon regaining all thlecaities of the
Cardinal System, would you?”

Cardinal affirmed the words | muttered in a daztwai deep
nod.

“It is exactly as you've said. | already have nalmoels left to
stop the invasion from the Dark Territory with héav things have
come.”

“...In other words... as long as you complete your gial
eliminating Administrator, the malfunctioning mgmnocess... you
wouldn’t care one bit about what happens to thiddva is that what
you’re saying...?”

“...That might be true.”

The voice that finally let that out was faint enbug blend into
the crackling of the flames in the surrounding lamp

“Yes... what I'm aiming for might be the same asifgftthings
play out on their own if you look upon it as an avitere many souls
are extinguished... However... if either you or | stdand do
nothing, they will soon... | do not know if it's a geahead, or two,
but it is certainly likely that the troops of dadgs will march
onwards into the Human World, the villages will buthe fields will
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be trampled, and many of the masses will be mudddriee words
known to me fail to express... just how extreme disaster, just
how overwhelmingly cruel the hell | fear shall matssappearance
will be. —However, you see... even if | recover dlhoy authorities
and work out a command that would burn the monstedsarkness to
nothing in a single blow, | will not use it. As ftre reason, it is
because they didn’'t exactly desire to be monstérslieve |
mentioned, that | couldn’t reach an answer evesr afthundred years
of thinking. Listen here... even if a ruler like Admstrator did not
appear and the world continued down its originplnned track, the
opposite would happen instead; the humans would bailt up a
mighty army, invaded the Dark Territory, and sutgelche
inhabitants of that country to the limits of attycas they massacred
them to the very end!”

Cardinal’s soft voice gradually carried a sharprigssthat of a
whip and assaulted my ears with a snap.

“Regardless of which one falls, the end of the davlll be
soaked in an abominable amount of blood. That thatsend itself is
what the god, Rath, desired. I... | cannot acceptdalige that. An
end like that one is utterly unacceptable. As suaipon realizing
that | was unable to avert the approach of the éogurimental
phase, | arrived at a single conclusion. No matteat it takes, | will
remove Administrator before that time comes andvecmy
authorities as the Cardinal System... and renderawaltything in the
Underworld, both the Human World and the Dark Tem.”

“Render... null...?”
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Mechanically repeating the words, my eyes openddagyh it
was a fresh, new sensation to me.

“What exactly does that mean...?”

“It's as | said. | will delete all of the fluct Iigs stored within the
cradle of souls, the Light Cube Cluster. The intaatis of the Human
World, and the inhabitants of darkness as welhaeuit leaving
behind a single one.”

A firm determination and resolution filled Cardiisayouthful
face as she declared that, sealing my mouth awagy \fidhile. After
spending some time, somehow, | could give a definiage to that
final solution that the girl’s words pointed toward

“That'’s... essentially, if an end where many peopéeid a cruel
and painful way can’t be avoided, it would be hetibgjust perform
euthanasia on everyone...?”

“Euthanasia...? —No, that would be the wrong termage.”

Perhaps searching through the database builtheteytstem,
Cardinal blinked once before she shook her head.

“It's probably unimaginable for a human of the hastrld like
yourself, possessing a kind of memory media diffefeom the light
cube, but the souls of the inhabitants living i1s thorld can be
deleted with a moment of manipulation. They camaplear without
even enough resistance to make a flame on a caadgier, without
them noticing a thing... In the first place, thahesdifferent from the
deed of murdering someone, but...”
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It was probably a conclusion she considered thdriyugyer a
long period of time; | could feel nothing but reberations filled a
profound resignation and futility within Cardinalisice as she spoke.

“Of course, ideally speaking, the best way woulddrehis
world itself to escape from Rath’s grasp forevaiting its own,
original history. It's not impossible to have a dadibess reconciliation
between the Human World and the Dark Territory pgrgling a few
hundred years of time on it. However... you shouldhi@eone most
aware of how much of a pipe dream it is, to becardependent of
the god, Rath, shouldn’t you?”

| bit my lips and pondered on the sudden inquiry.

| do not know where in Japan was the true fornmhef t
Underworld in the real world, the huge Light Cubester, set up.
However, naturally, the cluster and its accompagyirachines
consume a whole lot of electricity, so implementiagnplete
independence is clearly impossible in that sense.

Adding on to that, Rath was not managing the Undddhas a
charity enterprise. Kikuoka Seijirou was actualljnamber of the Self
Defense Force and if my guess that he was deeplyeoted to the
founding of Rath proves right, this experiment dddwave some
tangible aim involving national security. Even &inal recovers all
authorities and opens a communication channelgmtitside,
requesting for the Underworld’s independence, tsbmildn’t be any
way that the Rath side would accept that.

Yes—thinking back about it, even if | managed tactethe top
floor of the Central Cathedral and contact Kikudkere was utterly
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no guarantee that he would listen to my plea ofgmang the
Underworld as it is, by interacting with Eugeo. Aflthe artificial
fluct lights are plain experiment subjects to Ratkl in the first place,
the current Underworld itself was nothing more thagingle instance
of multiple trial runs.

To put it in other words, there is probably onlyeanethod if the
artificial fluct lights wish to attain true freedoamd independence—to
challenge the humans of the real world.

Apprehensive about thinking what laid beyond th&tyced my
thoughts to a stop. Raising my face, | looked atd®al, then made
my stiff neck give a nod.

“...Yeah, it's impossible. This world is much tooieglt on
humans and energy from the outside world for indepace.”

“Yes.. to give an example, it would be like a shafafish,
thrown into a bucket and being able to do nothing,wait to be
deep-fried in a pot... The most they could do isud themselves out
and die.”

| couldn’t simply nod back at Cardinal, murmurirmis a voice
filled with resignation, however.

“But... | can't agree with that so thoroughly, thougk not like
| completely can’t agree with it... The solution yprtoposed, that
disappearing in an instant without feeling a thmgetter than
suffering and dying, might be right. But I've alogagotten in too
deep with the humans in this world to admit that.”
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The smiling faces of the people I closely minglathun Rulid
and Centoria floated past one after another in nmgln©Of course, |
do not wish to see them slaughtered by the fortdsedDark
Territory, but even then, was cooperating with Geablike this and
making everyone’s souls vanish the only and beshod?

Unable to deal with the reality abruptly thrustreg, | bit my lips
and listened to Cardinal’s soothing voice.

“Kirito, if all of my authorities are restored witfour assistance,
| will grant your wishes, though for a limited timngefore terminating
the Underworld. If you specify the names of thosa wish to help, |
will not erase their fluct light, leaving them in archived state.
Afterward, you merely have to secure the light aubentaining their
souls when you escape to the outside world. lbtampossible to do
so for only ten. Even if this is not the best cledior you, it should
still be your second best.”

| drew in a sharp breath of air at the sudden, peeted words.
Something like that, was it really possible?

True, if the light cube doesn’t require electridityretain
information and | manage to take them out fromdlster, safely
preserving them, the fluct lights within should aedeteriorate. It
would take time, but when the STL technology goamstream
someday, it would not be impossible to «extracenttand meet them
again.
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However, the problem lies with the stage befor¢, tine way to
steal several cubes from the Light Cube Clustiee)\liset up in the
middle of the Rath research facility. | can’t hidany in my pockets
if the light cube is a cube with sides of five ¢erdters each, as
according to Cardinal’s story. Even if | use a haodse, it would
certainly take all | had to carry ten out.

In other words, if | went with this proposal, | wdlhave to
select the souls that should be saved.

It was different from sorting out save data on adahold game
console. Artificial fluct lights were, by their bmsneaning, humans,
exactly like myself. | can choose to rescue a stexepeople from an
unavoidable death. And that was only due to timtimacy with me.
Do | truly have the qualification and right for $uan deed?

“It1S. . itlS. . .11

Impossible for me; that would be what my wordstiedout they
stayed within my mouth and | simply stared at Qaaitls eyes that
felt as though they could see through anythingearedything. What
came out instead, was an extremely pathetic lament.

“—In the first place, why did you choose me as your
collaborator in fighting Administrator? I'll tellqu first, but | really
don’t hold any actual advantage in this world. 8dairts, sword skill,
there’s plenty who are better, scattered all arotihdt’s right... for
example, even Eugeo would do fine. | probably wanit if he were
to fight me seriously now.”

Having patiently heard my pessimistic protest $cemd,
Cardinal shook her head solely in exasperation.
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She filled the cup atop the table, this time witdhiku tea—or so
it appeared, but it might be real coffee—then taahp.

“...I realized the load experimental phase, or thvagmon of the
Dark Territory in other words, was no longer avdilidaa mere twenty
years or so ago. Since then, I've been seekingrferwho would
become my sword much more desperately than | wasde”

Likely reaching the final chapter at last, the Iplogng story
resumed, and | swallowed my lament and listenezhavely.

“...However, no matter how much of an expert in tivers or
sacred arts | gain as an ally, that person wouddi e clear another
huge obstacle to approach Administrator herseffeaom her
escorts, the integrity knights.”

“...I-Is there still something else...?”

“Yes. While | was conducting my search, | figurad over tens
of ways to solve that other problem, but each drteem lacked a
certain reliability... Time continued flowing as |imed and when |
noticed, incessant groups of vanguards were endaggée
mountain range at the edge from the Dark Terrigmyhe first phase
of the load experiment. They were numerous enoagthé eight
integrity knights deployed to fail in eliminatingegm all. —It was
when | began thinking that | had to give up onaesg my
authorities through battle and consider persuadohginistrator,
even if it meant offering my neck, with things thay they were
then... a familiar | released got wind of a storcualating around, of
what could be thought as an impossible tale, inr¢nsote northern
region.”
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“Impossible tale...?”

A rumor concerning a phenomenon that never occwved
once, ever since Quinella became Administratdeast. It was one
about the hinderingbjectsthat woman set in every land of the world
to obstruct the expansion of humans’ residentiahidlaries... how
one of them, a gigantic tree that absorbed ressdroe the air with
a vast range, possessing a ridiculpuerity anddurability, was
chopped down by merely two youngsters.”

. | feel like | heard that somewhere...”

“I made haste to move the familiar stationed atrbethern
region of Norlangarth, that is, Charlotte, and skad for those
youngsters. It was immediately before they seffimunh the village
when | finally found them. | slipped Charlotte orb@ head of one of
them for the moment, a rather careless fellow,ianestigated why
they were able to eliminate abjectthat was near impossible to
destroy...”

| thought of saying something in return to beireated as a
rather careless fellow, but | really didn’t notiCeaarlotte riding on my
head for over two years, so | couldn’t even muateoise in
argument. | urged Cardinal to proceed with a scowl.

“| found out exactly why straight away. It was besa the sword
held by the flaxen-haired youngster was of a dlaasthe world had
few of, one of the sacred instruments... Howeverwa doubt
surfaced even upon understanding that. Why dicethieangsters
possess such a highject controlauthority? Experiencing an
excitement that | haven't felt for a long time,rlgked my ears to the
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pair's conversation, day and night. Most of thaswi@olish talk, of
absolutely no use, however...”

“So-Sorry about that.”

“Ugh, keep quiet and listen. —Before very longnidly
understood the reason in a town while on the waklie¢aentral
capital. Astonishingly enough, that would mean thattwo of them
drove away a larger-sized scout unit from the Diagkritory by
themselves, doesn't it? If that proves to be tthe,enormous amount
of authority increase points, normally divided beén ten people,
would have been monopolized between those twodératood that
was the reason behind them having gained a highginauthority to
equip sacred instruments, but... at the same timeyaguestion
tormented me yet again. That is—how were youngsten in some
remote village who weren’t even part of the guarps, able to repel
goblin warriors of the Dark Territory who possessedrwhelming
fighting ability? That was it.”

“Just saying, but ninety percent of that was thiotigeatrics.”

After scolding me, having interfered again, Cartiseemed to
want to scold me for interfering again, then chanhiger mind, closed
her mouth, and slowly nodded.

“Yes... indeed, that was likely part of what caudeat result.
That doubt was cleared up in the end, but it wasotily one to take
such a long time. You see, the black-haired oneat.ifj Kirito, you
were careful and paid attention to your speechbatmévior towards
your partner, Eugeo. However, in the end, the mdamsaw you
giving leftovers to a beast not raised by anyometiher words, a
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stray dog, understanding hit me like a flash dftigng. That you
were completely not bound by the Taboo Index...”

“...Did | really do something like that...?”

“Countless times. It would had been chaos if soreezise saw.
—Since then, | analyzed the significance behind wpeech and
actions through Charlotte’s eyes. Constantly, eafear the two of
you reached the central capital and passed thringglntrance to the
North Centoria Master Sword Academy. It was ovgear since |
started observing... when [ finally arrived at a ggngnswer. In short,
you are not a soul born in this world and confimethin a light cube,
but a human from the outside... a human from thedwHere the
true god of creation, Rath, exists...”

“—Then | must have disappointed you. After alljdmit have
the supervisor rights | would typically have, nmthhention how |
didn’t even have a method to communicate with Rathhy, | don’t
even know what’s happening outside right now...”

| spoke, feeling sorry for being so little helpdabardinal shook
her right index finger while mildly laughing.

“I knew that from the very beginning. After all,ybu had a
system authority above that of Administrator, theoaild be no need
for you to defeat the goblins with a sword, sufigrsuch a deep
injury in the process. I, too, am unable to infex teason why you
have appeared in the Underworld in a state like thjuess it was
perhaps due to some sortamtident.. or maybe collectinglatawith
your memories, knowledge, and authorities resttidbait if it was the
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latter, | would be amazed if you weren’t paid destenormous
compensation for it.”

“...Yeah, no kidding. | can’t believe myself if thags it.”

While recalling the pain from the goblin leader gmg my left
shoulder, | muttered.

“Regardless, you are still the greatest hope Iccoush for.
After all, your existence itself cleared the otegmnificant barrier in
the battle against Administrator | spoke of earlier

“What exactly is that barrier supposed to be?”

“—Executing the Synthesis Ritual requires a lonmoand and
extensive adjusting gdarametersit needs approximately three days
with the preparation stage included.”

The story abruptly skipped ahead once again arakl w
bewildered. But Cardinal’s lips continued to moslegowing no
acknowledgment of it.

“In short, there is nearly no need to take sacredthat
canaccessa light cube directly into account for a normattlea To
put it another way, there is no danger of your $auhg overtaken
and brainwashed into an integrity knight in the shiof battle.
However—what if Administrator gave up on capturthg warrior |
chose and simply tries to blow the soul away...? ddramand
should rapidly shorten along with the lack of adchém meticulous
adjustments of thparameterslt might even be to the extent that she
could finish reciting it while her escort battlésm able to go up
against attacks on the Life with equipment andesharts as well.
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However, there is no defense against an attack dietikee fluct light
itself. | racked my mind for a long time when |lizad that
potential.”

“...An attack on the soul... that's pretty nasty...”

“Yes. Any sort of master would be rendered powsriegh his
or her memories torn away... As such, Kirito, you e only one
capable of confronting that attack in particulas. &pected, even
Administrator is unable to lay a hand on the saansttument of the
outside world, the «STL», that you use to move ygmui to the
Underworld. Because there is no such command stenge. Do you
understand the reason behind me being so set dimgvior you
now? The reason why | have set down the maximunuamo
of backdoorsand continued waiting so intently, in order tonigryou
into the Great Library Room when you win the Unitgurnament...
or perhaps, before you get dragged into the ingatron area when
you violate the Taboo Index and step onto the Ax@@murch’s
grounds as a criminal...?”

At last, the long, excessively long self-biogragiistory had
come to an end to the present point in time, andiGal took a deep
breath as a faint blush spread over her cheeks.

“...I see, so that’s how things were...”

With things as they were, | still did not know tle&ason behind
my diving into the Underworld. Rather, | could ghgt it was to find
that out that | set the core of the world, the Awi€hurch where |
thought the only communication method with Rath ldaxist at, as
my goal.
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However, | couldn’t help but think that struggliatf the way
here, to this place, really was a sort of fate winesgirl, who lived
through an absurd length of time, clearly decla®dWas it an oracle
for me to try putting in all my effort with Cardihand letting some
escape to the real world, even if it was only tethem and the

outcome of the battle against Administrator could® guaranteed—
?

No, before bringing up fate or whatever else, lidot find it in
me to refuse the girl before my eyes, who earnegaiyed for this
very moment for two hundred years. She reiterdtatishe was an
emotionless program countless times, but | do sb¢we that to be
the truth through what I've heard in her long, I@tgry. Cardinal,
too, should be a human, possessing human emojistdike me.
Even if she was bound by an order, her single wigheerrect the
world, all the more so.

“How about it, Kirito. | cannot force you... if yoaanot
approve of my plan to return the world to null| $end Eugeo and
you out from a backdoor in any position of youirt In that
situation, the lot of you would defeat Administna&t any cost, then
likely do battle with me after accomplishing yoespective goals,
but... all | can say is that that, too, is fate...”

Murmuring so, Cardinal then showed a distinct sptile one
that | that thought was most appropriate for her exer since she
invited us into this library room.

After a long period of silence, | replied the grfjuestion with
one of my own.
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“Cardinal... Your soul was a copy of Quinella, that’kat you
said, right...?”

“Yes, indeed, that is the case.”

“Then... you, too, should have the blood of pure aelslinning
through you. The genes to pursue one’s own inteasd desires
are... Why did you not throw away everything andttrylee? It
should be possible for you to run away to some lsvilige, so far
away that not even Administrator can track you, lgrelan ordinary
girl, fall in love, get married, bring up childreneven die from old
age in bliss. Wasn't that your wish? Your blooddddoe
commanding you to follow your desires... constarftly these two
hundred years. Why did you resist that commandcantinue
waiting for over two hundred years in a place likis by
yourself...?”

“You are a foolish one, through and through.”
Cardinal grinned.

“| said it, that all my interests and desires arst pne due to the
reason behind the existence of the Cardinal subessoburnt into my
soul, to eliminate Administrator and normalize Warld. In my mind,
a normalized world can no longer be achieved witlsending it back
to utter nothingness. As such— As such, |—”

There was an abrupt pause in her words, so | stared
Cardinal’s spectacles. The widely opened burnt-breyes appeared
to be intensely shivering, perhaps due to restigisome sort of
emotion. Soon, those lips moved and a voice sd sdfost couldn’t
hear it escaped.
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“...No... | suppose that’s wrong... |, too... |, too, hawevish, a
single one... Something | wanted to know at any cost.these two
hundred years...”

Her eyelids closing and lifting up once again, Qaaltistared at
me intently. She bit her lips in a rare show ofifa¢i®n and held her
hands together for a bit, but then suddenly gothaffchair and stood
on the floor with a thump.

“Hey, Kirito, you stand too.”
“Hah...?”

| got up as | was told to. Cardinal leaned quibetdo look up at
me, standing upright with my head inclined in doulatidn’t have too
much in terms of height, but still, there was qaitéifference with the
girl who held an outer appearance of one aroungeéans old.

Cardinal frowned as she scanned through our sudings,
placed her right leg onto the chair she was satihnow, and got
up with some effort. Turning about, she noddecasgh checking if
the levels of our eyes were roughly aligned.

“There we go. Hey, Kirito, come over here.”

Still confused about the situation, | took sevstaps and stood
in front of Cardinal.

“More to the front.”
“Eeh?”
“Stop complaining.”
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What's the matter, | wondered as | advanced bltibyThat’'s
enough, by the time | got told that, our forelowkexe practically
already touching each other. Cardinal gazed atyeg,as | sweated
cold sweat, with a glance and immediately lookedygvadding
another order.

“Spread out your arms.”
R Like this?”

“Turn them in front and make a ring.”

Surely, she wouldn’t bash me up with the staffrything like
that the moment | did as she told—and in that frigklowly moved
my arms, avoided Cardinal’s body, and linked upleftyand right
fingertips at a spot quite far away from her back.

After spending several seconds filled with an awkdalence
like that, Cardinal made a slightly cute click witér tongue.

“Ugh, you are such an ambiguous person.”

Who are you talking about; | barely got anywheroteel
stopped that line midway.

Her robe split open, Cardinal’s two arms timidlyn@around my
back as well and | could feel her exerting an ewély mild strength
through the fabric of my coat. The huge hat thdltdsd with my
forehead made a noise as it dropped onto the éadolder chestnut-
colored, curly hair brushed against my left cheekubtle weight and
a faint heat could be felt on my shoulders andtches
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Having endured all | could, of this silence thasvi@coming
thicker, | tried to ask for the reason behind #iigation. However,
before | could, Cardinal’'s almost inaudible voiceakly swayed the
air of the Great Library Room.

“| see... so thisis...”

Following a long, deep sigh—

“...S0 this is a human.”

My breath was taken away in that instant.

If there was something that Cardinal, having sp&othundred
years in isolation pondering about everything, wdrtb know in the
end, that would obviously be no other answer exceptact with
another human, wouldn’t it?

The word, human, takes its roots from connecti@is/een
people. Being human means to exchange words withan to take
each other’s hands in their own, to feel the cdrtatween souls.

Despite that, this girl had went through two huidyears of
time by herself, surrounded by books, without gleiine of
conversation.

| could finally grasp a true feeling of the timer@iaal lived
through, with a certain degreereflity. At the same time, | moved
my left and right arms, firmly pulling the girl'salok towards me.

“..Warm...”
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There was something decisively different somewirethat
voice that sighed as it murmured, from Cardinaggs until then.

In that moment, | also could feel small yet distidmps of
water, carrying heat, gently traveling across mgeis.

“...Rewarded... at last... these two hundred years oemin
were not in vain...”

The teardrops flowed, drop followed by anotherpbef
disappearing somewhere.

“I'm satisfied... just knowing this warmth... this isemty, for a
reward...”
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| couldn’t be sure how long we stayed that way,rhytstomach
was already empty by the time the atmosphere dhgféatly.

Gotten down from the chair, Cardinal picked upkhecked-
over hat and pat it before placing it on her héadhing her round
glasses up as she looked this way, that face eflteat already
regained the presence of an aloof sage.

“How much longer do you plan on standing in a daze?
“...That’s just too much...”

Mumbling a protest against those words that madevard to
think the tears earlier were a delusion, | tooka st the edge of the
table. Cardinal silently waited as | crossed mysaamd took a long
breath, but plainly asked the final question beforsy.

“—So0, have you reached a conclusion? Will you jom
proposal, or refuse it?”

|, unfortunately, did not happen to possess enalggisiveness
for an immediate answer.

If I go by logic alone, selecting ten who shouldsdaged and
borrowing Cardinal’s assistance to escape to thlewerld would be
the greatest outcome | could hope for—that's howais, | guess.
After all, I couldn’t formulate any better alternegs as | was right
NOw.
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But it wasn't like none exist just because | couidmnk of any.
| want to believe that. Hence, upon lifting my fatetared straight at
Cardinal and spoke.

“...Got it. I'll participate in your strategy. But...”
As if squeezing each word, one at a time, | comihan.

“But | won’t stop thinking. Even when we start figihg against
the integrity knights and Administrator from now, ¢l continue
searching to see if there’s some other method.l4iea that will
somehow avert the load experimental phase tragediyakow the
world’s peace to last.”

“Dear me, you're ridiculously optimistic, aren’tyol already
knew that, though.”

“Well, you see... | don’t want you to disappear eitheyou told
me to choose ten people, you'll be included inghaerake no mistake
about that.”

Cardinal immediately shrouded those eyes, opendd for a
sheer instant, in the shade of derision and sheoké&ad in
exaggerated motions.

“...And on top of that, you're foolish. If | were ®scape, who
would be the one to erase this world?”

“Like | said... | understand the situation, but | vitcebandon the
futile struggle, that’s all I'm saying.”

Shaking her head in pure exasperation at my wtatda@oked
like an excuse, the sage spun and turned to h&r hhae voice
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delivered on the gentle wind caused by the flutgprobe was
thoroughly quiet, hiding a two hundred years isolathat was utterly
impossible for a brief moment of contact to bury.

“You, too... shall meet a time when you taste theehitess of
resignation one day... Not a time when you give uryall and falil...
one when you need to accept the surmise that yibéawi.. —Now,
let’s return. It is likely that your partner wilifish reading the history
books soon. Let us discuss concrete details foplaurs from now on
together with Eugeo.”

Ringing her staff onto the stone floor, Cardinahtd to where
we came from and started to walk, without a sinhgbi at me.
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Part 2

As Cardinal estimated, Eugeo had just closed aiwebsok
placed on his lap while sitting in the middle oé thtairs when we
returned to the history books gallery.

His eyes were wandering about in a daze as if da'hget
woken up from the hundreds of years of historieglorts as | called
out to him while walking closer.

“That took a while. Sorry about making you waitalne.”
“Kept you waiting. Sorry about leaving you alone.”

Upon that, Eugeo’s back suddenly trembled andrioagly
blinked multiple times for some reason, then fynédloked at me.

“Ah... aah, Kirito. How long has it been...?”
“Eh? Erm...”

| looked around in a fluster, but there wasn’treg® window
around, let alone a clock. Cardinal softly cledanedthroat and
answered in my place.

“It's been roughly two hours, the sun’s completepyin the sky
now. —How was it, the long history of the Human W@t

“Hmm... how should | say this...?”
When asked, Eugeo chewed on his lips countlessasikough

searching for the words, then muttered in an irgieeitone.
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“...Did everything written in this book actually hagm? It's
like... | was reading a series of well-written fatafes... You see,
most of the episodes go like, some kind of probfemppens at so-
and-so place, the integrity knights arrive and edhe problem, and
ever since then, a new such-and-such clause wasl addhe Taboo
Index... it was full of stories like that.”

“There’s no helping it, those are historical faetifer all. They
are like a net, with water poured and spilling tighb, closing in the
gaps, stitch after stitch; that’s the sort of oligation the Axiom
Church is.”

Cardinal practically spat those words out, making&o widen
his eyes. That was only natural, it was probabdyfitst time he met a
person who gave such straight criticism of the chunot to mention
she was a girl in her tender years—though of cqunse was only
what she appeared to be.

“Er... erm, who are you...?”

“Aah, she’s called Cardinal. Err... she was banighethe
existing highest minister, Administrator, and was® a highest
minister as well.”

After | gave that summarized introduction, Eugeevdaway
while making an odd noise from the back of his @é@s he gulped.

“No, there’s no need to be scared. It seems likésshilling to
help us out even though we’re going to fight whbge integrity
knights.”

“Hel... help us out...?”
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“Yeah. This person has the goal of defeating Adstirator and
getting reinstated as the highest minister, youSee. well, we
decided to form an alliance.”

There was definitely no lies in that tremendousghydified
explanation, but the conclusion with all the inttabis of the
Underworld waiting for their erasure after Cardiregains her
authorities was something | simply couldn’t bringgelf to approach.
| would probably have to discuss it with Eugeo sdaye but still, |
haven’t had the foggiest idea how | could broaehgbject.

As though clad in obedience, my partner staredaadliGal
without a single tinge of distrust in his eyes gade a nervous smile.

“Is that so... that would be a great help, reall\sHé& was once
the highest minister, then would she know if Alicghe integrity
knight, Alice Synthesis Thirty, was the same per@swlice
Schuberg of Rulid? ...If she does... how about a metbadturn
Alice to how she was too...?”

Cardinal lowered her eyelashes just a little bEafeo’s
guestion, asked in a faltering speech.

“| apologize, but... the information | can get a holdrom this
place is extremely limited. Basically, | would riatow anything
either, aside from the affairs my not-too-abundamnbers of
familiars observe. | might still know if it was amcident within the
cathedral or the central part of Centoria, buthelway in the remote
regions would simply be... | am aware of the birttanfintegrity
knight named Alice, but | am utterly ignorant of legigins at this
current point in time...”
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Eugeo’s shoulders slightly slumped upon hearingfarabut he
sharply took in a breath of air with the words tfodiowed.

“—However, | can teach you the method to revokestneed art
to give birth to, no, produce an integrity knigiie «Synthesis
Ritual».”

Cardinal looked at Eugeo and me in turn, then sjokestately
tone.

“You simply have to remove thdPiety Module inserted into
their souls.”

“Pahy... moju...?

| added some information from the side, for Eugepeating the
unfamiliar words from English, no, the Sacred Tomguth difficulty.

“Module er, carries the meaning of ‘part’ in the Sacreadue.
Look, you saw it when we fought with Integrity KhigEldrie in the
rose garden, right? When that guy turned halfwayutph and all...”

“Aah... that thing that looked like a purple crystatl coming
out from his forehead...”

“Indeed, that's exactly it.”

Carrying the staff in her right hand, Cardinal dr@Wworizontal
line in midair with its end, then moved it as thaoug cut the line
around its middle.

“The Piety Module is inserted in a way that woulbtvuct the
links between memories. Through that, it sealhtbtory of the one
who would become an integrity knight, while simokausly forcing
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in an absolute loyalty towards the Axiom Church arghest
minister. —However, the stability of a coercive aimiplex art like
this is not high. If the important memories arogimelmodulereceive
external stimulation and become active, the aiitstalrt to unravel as
the both of you saw.”

“In other words... to dispel the art, we’'ll just hateejolt the
integrity knight's past memories, that's how it"is?

| asked with vigor, but Cardinal did not nod to it.

“No... that is not enough by itself. There is one enthing,
another something you will require.”

“Wh-What is that?”
Eugeo was the one to lean forward this time.

“What originally existed where themodulewas inserted. In other
words, the memory fragment most valued by the nitiegnight.
Ordinarily, recollections of the one they most Idweould be there.
Do you remember what words that integrity knighti yought reacted
to the most?”

Eugeo answered before | could dig through my messori

“Yes. It was the name of his mother. The crystakkd like it
would fall out with just a little more when he heédhat.”

“Then it is likely that was it. The memories extext from Eldrie
were related to his mother, that’s where ti@dulewas embedded.
You see, although none of the integrity knightstpaemories are of
any importance to Administrator in the first plaogmory and ability
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are deeply connected. If all of their memories werbe erased, their
strength as a knight would be... even their secretdgsmanship
moves and sacred arts techniques would be lostd{she refrained
from obstructing the flow of their memories. | del@ the majority of
my memories to prolong my life, but | lost muchne§ knowledge
and ability attained in that period of time as weill

Taking in a short breath, Cardinal added on.

“...I'll say this again, but all of the integrity kgints have had
their most important memory fragments stolen by Adstrator.
Unless you retrieve those, the flow of their memsmvill not return
to how they were, even if you remove thiety moduleln the worst
case scenario, their memories themselves mighé\mraly
damaged.”

“Memory fragments... The-Then... what if Administratmeaks
what she drew out from the knights...?”

| nervously asked, and Cardinal slowly shook hexdheith a
complicated expression.

“No... | doubt that. Administrator is a meticulous rvan, it’s
unlikely for her to break anything if it's the l¢dmt useful. There
ought to be no mistake that she would first keegafié in her own
room... the top floor of the Central Cathedral...”

The top floor of the cathedral—a part of my memenas
pricked awake the moment | heard those words,tlvatnished before
| could grab hold of it. While feeling a queertation, | mumbled.
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“So that means... we’ll need the stolen memory frage
return the integrity knights to how they were, imgfll have to break
through the knights’ guard and reach the top flebere
Administrator is, to get our hands on them, huh...”

“Don’t get any naive ideas of gaining victory ovke integrity
knights without killing.”

Cardinal spoke while giving me a fleeting glare.

“What | am able to do for you both is merely toyde
equipment equivalent to those of the integrity kitgg The rest
depends on whether the both of you put in all yavehnto fighting.”

“Eh... you aren’t coming along with us?”

Having expected that we would have a reassuring@tiat our
backs able to use healing magic infinitely for suiresked back
without thinking. But Cardinal curtly shook her klea

“If | were to leave the Great Library Room, Admimn&tor would
sense that immediately and it would likely devaimp an all-out war
against all of the integrity knights within the lsatiral and that
woman herself. If the two of you have the confidep€fighting and
defeating ten integrity knights concurrently howevevouldn’t
mind, so?”

If she were to ask in such a cruel way, Eugeo araild do
nothing but shake our heads left and right.

“—However, Administrator has not discarded her pén
capturing both of you and making you two into imtggknights just
yet. If you two were to go by your own selves, sheuld send only a
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small number of knights and try to capture the mftipou alive.
There is no way aside from breaking through thasglks one after
another and running up the cathedral.”

“Mgh..."

True, we should split the enemies up even if it mesing
ourselves as decoy, if we're up against opponeittssuperior
numbers. But even if that worked out, the othee sigre the integrity
knights, the world’s strongest. We had a hard fegdinst Eldrie
alone, so | couldn’t help but think about givingifipyvo were to
come.

Eugeo spoke in my place, while | sank into silenaé#) a
somewhat dismal light in his eyes.

“—Understood. I'll fight if we need to and if théseno choice
but to kill... I won’t avoid that either. | did breadut from prison with
that resolution from the start... However, if Alicene to appear...? |
will not fight with Alice, | did come all the waydme to take her back,
after all.”

“Fm... that’s true. Eugeo, | sympathize with your baswell.
—Very well, if Integrity Knight Alice stands in yoway, you would
do well to use this.”

Cardinal said, and what she took out from her bltatle were
two extremely small daggers.

They had a simple form, as though someone simg@ypgmed
the longer line of a cross to a point. Their ongaamental detail was
a thin chain that passed through the hole in timerpel. Cardinal
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handed both Eugeo and | one of the daggers thatglé deep-
brown. | accepted it, pinching the exceedingly thamdle between
my fingertips, and almost dropped it due to itsxjpeeted weight. Its
entire length did not even reach twenty centimetausthe resistance
| felt was not much different from that of the prae swords in the
Master Sword Academy.

“What is this...? Some secret weapon that Kills gingle hit or
something?”

Putting my finger through the chain, | gazed atdhgger
dangling before my face as | asked, and Cardindllycshook her
head.

“The dagger itself has practically no offensivelighias its
appearance suggests. However, an inseverable ghlie wonnected
between me, in the Great Library Room, and thestaiebed by it. In
other words, the various sacred arts | can useafdlt the target.
After all, that originally was a part of myself. -uf§eo, dodge
Integrity Knight Alice’s attacks and stab that ifter body
somewhere, the position is of no concern. It wdndcely reduce any
Life. In that instant, | will lead Alice into a dpesleep with my arts...
until the two of you retrieve the girl's memoriasdaget ready the
preparations for the removal of Synthesis.”

“Deep... sleep...”

It appeared Eugeo was in a state of half-beliefreaifidisbelief,
as he stared hard at the brown dagger on his pétnwas definitely
reluctant to hurt Alice, even if it was with a weapeven more flimsy
than a paper knife.
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| gently pat my partner’s back and spoke.

“Eugeo, let’s trust this person. If you think abdutve would
have to make Alice faint or something like thatvé were to cross
swords with her and we definitely won’t be ableatmid getting hurt
pretty bad, with the same going for her. In congmj getting
pricked with a dagger like this would just be ldgetting stung by a
large marsh horsefly.”

“...That bug doesn’t sting humans, though.”

Perhaps his mood recovered, but Eugeo correctetthoaghtless
words like when we were in the academy, then tubsexdk to
Cardinal.

“Understood. If | am unable to persuade Alice,wllme to make
use of this then.”

Grasping the dagger within his palm tightly, heplgdowed as
though to convince himself. | breathed a sigh béfas well, looking
at the cross-shaped dagger dangling off my rightlha

“...Cardinal, you said that this dagger was a pastanf earlier,
didn’t you? What did you mean by that?”

Cardinal shrugged her shoulders lightly at my ingui

“Even if Administrator and | are able generateeach and
everyobject it's not like we’re producing them from nothing.”

“Hah...?”

“The resources in existence in the world are lichitéou should
understand that from how farmland could not beatkéd around the
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Gigas Cedar the two of you chopped down, shoulmit? In the
same manner, if | were to createaiectpossessing a certain
priority, | would have to sacrifice an existenceiglgo that. When |
previously had the chance to battle Administratbe created a
sword, and me, a staff—but in that instant, alihaf valuable treasure
within that room entirely vanished, hehe.”

Cardinal tapped the staff in her right hand ontdtone floor
and failed to suppress a somewhat happy chucképegcfrom her.

“—However, as you can see, the Great Library Ro®msealed
space. Even if | try to create a weapon with a lpigbrity, there are
no objectsfor an equivalent exchange. The immeasurable atradun
books could, well, be said to be valuable, but #mtlies solely to
their content, so... | thought of using this stafiasl, but it is
necessary in the battle against Administrator, Wwisiearly narrows
what could be used as compensation to one, nothuihgiy own
body. This body of mine is certainly valuable sitihat of the one who
owns the highest authority in the world, afterall.

“Bo...”
“Body...?"

Eugeo and | instinctively examined Cardinal’s skEmiolody from
head to top. | immediately noticed how rude it \wad averted my
eyes, but | did confirm that the girl had all fdnbs at the current
moment. After swallowing my words countless timieanidly
opened my mouth.

“...Th-That is... to say that you cut off part of thmudy,
converted it to awbject then regenerated that part...?”
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“Dolt, nothing would have been sacrificed in thase. This is
it.ﬂ
After turning her head to face the side, Cardinailéd and

flicked the extremely short bundles of chestnutoad, curly hair tied
at both sides of her slender nape.

“Ah, aah... | see, so it was your hair...”

“The compensation for one dagger was one of thggseyn for
two hundred years. | could have shown it off beforeas cut if the
two of you came eatrlier.”

She said so jokingly, but the fleeting shade ohsad that
surfaced in her eyes proved that Cardinal stilledlaa girl with a part
of her used as a base material.

But the fragment of sentimentality instantly disagped into the
depths of her sage-like attitude.

“—With those reasons stated, each of those daggaydook
small on the outside, but possess a sharpnesshdnda@ce capable
of piercing an integrity knight’s armor. Furtherrapthey are able to
connect a path through the space of nothingnessuwsuding the
Great Library Room as they are still a part of neglpin a certain
sense. ...l originally created them to deal with Adistrator. Kirito,
I'll have you stab yours into her body after dodgthose mighty
attacks of hers. One was meant as a spare, buelbhyau simply
have to succeed on the first try.”

“Ugh... it's a huge burden, huh...”
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| finally noticed after looking at the dagger swayibelow my
right hand once more. That the deep brown gleamiaeadical to the
color of the curly hair peeking from the edge ofdiaal’s hat.

Eugeo seemed to have understood the value of titjedae was
given, despite being stumped at the explanatiomjedwith words
In the Sacred Tongue, and nervously opened hishmout

“Er-Erm... is it really alright? Letting me use onktlese
daggers for Alice, even though there are only two...?

“I do not mind. And at any rate...”

Cardinal held in the words that followed and look&dne, her
eyes seemed as though they could see through raytimoughts
perfectly.

Yes, at any rate, Cardinal’s assistance in remomiigg’s
brainwashing was required for the fluct lightser people, including
Eugeo and Alice, to escape to the real world. & mapbably better to
recover Alice before explaining that situation tageo. If he's with a
person precious to him, even Eugeo might agresdape this world.
No, | would have to make him accept it, no mattbatnmeans | have
to resort to.

Feeling ashamed for already unwittingly taking Qaafls world
annihilation plan as a given, | tightly squeezesltthin chain. Yes...
there might be no other path aside from the Undddm@nishing.
But even in that case, | wish to include CardirexiskIf within that
ten. Even if | do end up deceiving her in the pssoaf that.
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In a bid to escape from those eyes of Cardinalféhlike they
could see through everything, | turned away, loedany shirt
opening, and dangled the dagger there after puttpnpead through
the chain. After making Eugeo do the same, | asksdit something
that caught my attention a little during Cardinaiglanation earlier.

“Now that | think about it... if something is needasl
compensation to create ahject what about those? That heap of food
and drinks you brought forth when we came here.”

Cardinal lightly shrugged her shoulders up and dcanal
replied with a smile.

“Well now, there’s no need to fret over that. | elgrmade two
or three trifling books on law disappear.”

Still gripping onto the chain on his neck with batnds, a weird
‘mgh’ noise came from the depths of Eugeo’s thrbaing the history
lover he was.

“Nn? What is it, you want more? You're a growingldhl see.”

Eugeo shook both his head and hands at the samédistop
Cardinal, about to raise and swing her staff.

“N-No, I'm full already! Ra-Rather than that, pleasontinue the
story!!”

“There’s really no need to restrain yourself.”

When Cardinal said so, smiling so much that it magehink
that she was fully aware all along, she loweredsta#, coughed
once, and changed her tone.
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“—The sequence was changed, but those two daggemia
true trump cards as | have explained earlier. Esgeould be for
Alice and Kirito’s for Administrator; prioritize abbing your dagger
into your respective targets over all else. Rewoanything if you
believe it will raise the possibility of success,ibsurprise attacks or
playing dead. After all, my belief is that the cared only thing you
two excel above the integrity knights in, is hownare slightly
sneaky... no, how you are more accustomed to the uware of
actual battles.”

Before a somewhat upset-looking Eugeo could getbram, |
chimed with a ‘| totally agree’.

“I wish we could just struggle all the way untiktlend with just
trickery, but... unfortunately, they’re the side witie home
advantage. We’'ll have to be prepared for a froasahult. That brings
me to my point, Cardinal. | take it that what y@udsearlier, that
‘provide equipment equivalent to those of the intgdknights’ bit,
essentially meant that you'll be pulling out heapsveapons or armor
of the sacred instrument class?”

This might be a tense situation, but the soul, m&mber of the
clearing group, carved into me was acutely receptimhe smell of a
‘strongest weapon obtaining event’. When my heeadt lfast as |
anticipated Cardinal’s words, the sage made arpexatd face for
the umpteenth time today and voiced out a bluntar&rfor the
umpteenth time today.

“Imbecile, what has been entering those ears ofsjblLiook
here, the creation of a high rankiolgjectrequires...”
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“—I| see... the compensation of abjectwith
equivalentclasswas needed... wasn't it...”

“Don’t give me that face, like that of a child wkhdoopped a
snack! You're making me start doubting my decisibehoosing you
both. In the first place, you ought to be well agvtirat a weapon is
not something that can be freely controlled théaimisyou were
granted it. No matter how powerful a weapon | giee, you can't
hope to prevail against those of the integrity kitsgthose beloved
pieces of equipment they treated as their fleshbdoaod, and
passionately used for tens of years.”

| recalled Eldrie’s whip, that could freely slithiarough the air,
practically like a silver snake, and couldn’t hblgt to nod. It was
true, even in my SAO days, it was taboo to immetiyaioss a rare
weapon into actual combat just because you fourd on

When | became depressed, feeling not like a kid driopped a
snack, but one who knocked over an entire Christtals, Cardinal
continued ahead with a blend between disgust agdpiher face.

“In the first place, you and Eugeo already havergathe two of
you cared for, powerful enough without me needmgull one out,
don’t you?”

“Eeh!”
Eugeo reacted this time by springing up.

“Will you recover them for us!? My Blue Rose Swanad...
Kirito’s black one!?”
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“There’s no helping it. Those two swords are irtehly true
sacred instruments. The first, a weapon, of whidlg tour exist in
the world, solely for the dragon knights’ use; ffeeond, the essence
of a demonic tree that continued to absadpurcedrom a vast area
over several hundred years... immediately creatingpeas on the
same class as those would prove a difficult tasle¥en
Administrator and me. Furthermore, the both of fiaue already
gotten used enough to those two blades.”

“Oh come on... if you could do that, say so earlier.”

| breathed a sigh of relief, leaning my back ontmakshelf at
my side. | half-abandoned the wish of regainingséhoherished
swords seized from us before we were thrown intouttiderground
jail, but | have absolutely no complaint if thosere returned to us.

“But... even if you talk about recovering them, itwld be
impossible to teleport them straight here, wouldf’t

“Indeed, it seems you finally understand.”

Agreeing with my words, Cardinal crossed her arntb &
complicated expression.

“| dare say those swords are stored in the equipraarit on the
third floor of the cathedral. It is a mere thirtyeln. thirty meters or
so away from the neardsackdoor but as you've seen earlier, doors
connected to within the tower cannot be openedarsktime. The
bugs released by Administrator to search for melavoomediately
swarm there, you see... Hence, | have no choiceoduave the two
of you exit from that door and recover those frova €quipment
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vault, then ascend the tower on your own two Iégstunately, there
IS a large staircase in front of the equipmenttaul

“Hmm... starting from the third floor, huh... By the wawhich
floor is Administrator’s room on?”

“Central Cathedral grows taller year after yeay gee... it
should be close to a hundred floors at the presentent...”

“Hyaa. . .11

| unintentionally choked off my throat. The gigantvhite stone
tower built in the middle of Centoria certainly wa#l enough for its
peak to be obstructed regardless of which pathetity you saw it
from—nbut | didn’t think it actually had more stosi¢han the
skyscrapers in the real world. We wouldn’t be bidugto a battle on
each and every floor, would we; | unconsciouslycedi out a
complaint while feeling somewhat dejected over.that

“Ermm, can’t we start on the fiftieth floor or sothang
instead...?”

“It depends on your point of view, Kirito.”

The one who interjected with a bitter smile was é&agen times
more optimistic than me.

“The enemies coming at us would probably be sylit u
accordingly with the length of the distance.”

“Anh, uh, well, that might be true, but...”

Shifting my back hesitantly, | sat down in the @agsbefore
dryly clearing my throat.
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“...Well, I did go up the open-air stairs at the dlokyo
Tower...”

“Hah?”

“No, it’s nothing. —I guess our operation plans deeided for
now, then. First, we’ll recover our swords from gauipment vault.
And with them, we defeat the integrity knights thppear as we
climb the tower. If we encounter Alice during that make her fall
asleep with the dagger and send her to the Grbadyi Room. If we
reach the hundredth floor, we stab Administratdhwie dagger as
well and get our hands on Alice’s memory fragment.”

Cardinal’'s calm words rained down on me, finallggared for
the worst.

“Regrettably, there is one more thing we will néedlo.”
“Eh... wh-what?”

“Your swords are certainly powerful, but you witbthdefeat the
integrity knights through that alone. That is bessathey possess a
dreadful technique to amplify the ability of theieapons by several
times.”

“Ah... could that be the «xarmament full control art3’..
Cardinal curtly nodded at Eugeo’s hoarse voice.

“Weapons of the sacred instrument class strondjignn
properties from thebjectthat served as compensation. Eldrie’s
«Frost Scale Whip» the two of you fought againss wee lord of the
largest lake in the eastern empire, a two-headeid whake, which
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Administrator captured alive and converted intoempon. However,

it retained thgarametersthe agility of a snake, the sharpness of its
scales, and the accuracy of its aim, even aftesdame a mute whip.
The full control art release all of those so-cakagemories of the
weapon», realizing a more potent offensive powat was originally
impossible.”

“Uhn, so that means his whip becoming a snake wasn’
illusory art or anything like that, huh...”

| groaned as | stroked my chest that got hit byiElsl whip with
my fingertips. While praying that white snake thiolign’t have a
delayed poison, | lent my ears to Cardinal’'s exglem that
continued still.

“Every single one of the integrity knights mastetied full
control art for the weapon granted to them by Adstrator. That
includes training in high speed chanting to enslueg do not get
caught in the long art ritual. | suppose therelyeabuld be no time
for chanting practice, but gaining victory wouldlyr be uncertain if
the two of you don’t learn the full control art fpour respective
sword at the very least.”

“No... but my black sword wasn’'t an animal, but jagtuge
tree, you know...? Would it even have any memorieglease?”

“It would. Those daggers | passed over earlietlaesame, they
are capable of opening a channel towards me theemioam attack
hits, through grocesddentical to the full control art, only because
they retain the memory, or property in other woafdyeing my hair.
It goes without saying that the previous existesfcgour sword, the
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Gigas Cedar, qualifies and the origin of EugeoiseBRose Sword, an
eternal block of ice, is no exception.”

“It... it was just ice?”

Eugeo, too, opened his mouth in a daze at this Waa only
natural, even if | were to list the propertiesad,il can’t think up of
much more than «very cold». | cocked my head irfugian, but still,
one of the two gods of the world said it, so | cbohly accept it.

“Well... if you're teaching us the art ritual, it'irobably be
usable, even if it's the full control art for owards. I'll be real
grateful if I get a special move, what kind is it?”

But the reply was beyond my expectations once again

“Don’t behave like a spoiled brat! | will describ®e art ritual,
but you yourself will be the one to decide what sétechnique it
becomes!”

“Eh... eeh!? Why!?”

“It is insufficient to simply chant the art ritud «release the
memories», the essence of the armament full coattolhe owner
must stronglymagethe released form of that beloved weapon... you
must recall. Rather than the perfect control adlf theprocessof
recollection could be said to be a more influerialver. After all, the
power ofimaging.. that is, «incarnation», is the foundation primeip
behind the world...”

Even | couldn’t understand over half of the wordsdnal
rapidly spoke. Especially the word, ‘incarnationhich | couldn’t
decide was from the Sacred Tongue or Common Toagdéried to
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ask for its meaning, but | felt a prickling sensatfrom a corner of
my memories before | could.

That was... yes, a little more than two months agbhelM was
sank into depression while holding on to those #tord scattered
zephyria flower buds at the novice trainee dorngigflower beds in
the Master Sword Academy, someone... no, it wassttgomeone.
Cardinal’s familiar, the small black spider, Ch#do called out to me.
‘Each and every art ritual are nothing more thararnation, that is, a
tool to guide and arrange your mental images’,sshe.

| visualized an image based on her words. Foritb@hergy
released from the blooming four great sacred fleviethe
surrounding flowerbeds to flow into the severeddfiags left in the
planters. Despite not chanting a single word of amyitual, a green
light filled the air and engulfed the seedlings..dawth that, the
zephyrias revived.

Yes, that must truly be thgrocessof recollection» Cardinal
spoke of. | would agree if that was the case, bdlduvould be
possible to express all of a phenomenon like thani art ritual.

Perhaps having read my inner thoughts, Cardinaliedadnce
with a serious expression, then turned her ey&siteo, still
perplexed, and spoke.

“Follow me. Rest for a bit, and we will put the attial together
later.”

After leaving the history book corridor and desaagdeveral levels,
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we returned to the round room on the first floothad Great Library
Room | was first brought to.

On the center table were
The many manjuu and sandwiches were still lefth@iate on the
center table and steam still rose from them degdeing over two
hours since then. It appeared not only was ansad on them to
recover the Lives of the ones who ate it, but als® to forever
prevent them from becoming cold.

It was only natural to have a fire reignite under appetite upon
seeing that, but | found it hard to reach out famb now that | knew
the food were previously books from the bookshel&taring up at
Eugeo and I, standing still with conflicting thoughvithin ourselves,
Cardinal coldly spoke.

“As it would be a hindrance to recollection, I'klmaking them
disappear if you aren’t eating.”

“Wa-Wait, please put them somewhere we can’t seadw.
We’'ll keep them for later when we get out of here.”

The sage lightly shook her head and brought tHéisther right
hand up at my stubborn words. With a single knatkhe table’s
edge, the large plate sank into the tabletop atatigthe variety of
manjuu.

In their place, three chairs with back support rfogm the floor
and Cardinal waved her hand in a signal for usti&gting down as |
was requested to, | stared at the now-neat-andi-tédde with
nothing on it.
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It wasn’t like | was trying to summon back the manjl was
trying to visualize the form of my beloved swordreutly not in my
possession—its temporary name, the «black one»eMenvdue to
the fact | hardly had many chances to actually pick as well, | was
unable to replicate it perfectly, down to its distai

Trying the same thing as myself and apparentlyrfgehe same
distress, Eugeo who sat at my side spoke withubleal expression.

“...Cardinal-san, is it really possible? Visualizitige sword’s
released form without actually having it aroungimaply...”

However, Cardinal gave an unexpected answer asatlon the
opposite side.

“It's better without it around. If it was actualbefore your eyes,
your mental image would freeze up right there. Yiead neither your
hands nor eyeballs to feel, approach, and rel&asswords’ hidden
memories. If you can see it in your mind’s eyet thigl suffice.”

“Mind’s... eye, huh...”

Muttering, | recalled the time the zephyria seegfinevived
once more. If | recall right, | touched and staa¢deither the four
great sacred flowers that shared their lives, nerzephyrias on the
verge of death back then. I just believed and Vize@d. For the life
force to overflow, gather, and stream in.

It seems Eugeo reached his own understanding $dwe avas
giving several small nods. The black robed sagedar us, faintly
smiled, and then solemnly announced.
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“Excellent. Now, first strongly visualize your beld sword
lying atop the table. Don’t stop until | give theec”

“...Got It.”
“Ill do what | can.”

Eugeo and | answered softly, then straightenedebues atop
the chairs and dropped our sight to the tabletop.

| gave up in roughly five seconds earlier, buthtooued staring
at it this time, determined. There was no needutoyh I'll start by
clearing my mind.

«Black one». Now that | think about it, it was etipitiful for
being called by such a half-baked nickname, nopteary name until
even now.

It was on the seventh day of the third month wheibase
material, a branch cut off from the top of huge ti@igas Cedar, was
polished into the shape of a sword after a whobée yhrough the
handiwork of the craftsman in the capital, Saddoelay was the
twenty-fourth day of the fifth month, so it hadb&en even three
months since it accompanied me. Excluding maintemamd
practice, | drew it from its scabbard once agdinsthead swordsman-
in-training of the previous year, Uolo Levanteinma match and once
against the head swordsman-in-training this yeamp®Antinous, in
a—real battle. That was all.

However, both of those times, the black sword ekipe out by
exhibiting a power that could have only been thié afithe sword.
Regardless of the fact that | was the one who cbdpglown its

124



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 07 — The Two Supervisors

previous form, the Gigas Cedar. Our acquaintancetrady be
shallow, but the sense of unity and resolve whgmypl its handle and
unleash a sword skill were definitely not inferiorany way to the
swords | cherished in the past.

Despite that, the reason why | hesitated to gieeblck sword a
name was because | felt its contrast with the wed&pameo held, the
«Blue Rose Sword», might have been far too viviemhned up
side-by-side... perhaps.

White and black. Flower and tree. The two swords Wwoth
similar and opposite parts.

There was no basis for it, but | have always bememd by a
single premonition ever since that time | set offaojourney from
Rulid Village, two years ago. That the Blue Rose&hand the black
sword might possibly be fated to exchange blowsestany.

My mind tells that should not happen. Because tineens of the
swords, Eugeo and I, didn’t have a single reasdigit among
ourselves. But on the other hand, my heart tellshatthat didn’t
apply to the swords themselves. After all, the GiGadar’s trunk was
personally sliced by the Blue Rose Sword and éethe ground due
to that...

| continued visualizing the form of the black swanato the
tabletop even as reminiscence and anxiety, ratiaer émptiness,
filled up my mind. A simplgpommelin the form of a truncated cone..
A grip wrapped in black leather. guardin the shape of a forceful
curve. It was hard to believe the somewhat thiekietinged with a
deep translucency, like a black crystal, was oaliyna tree. Light
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shone onto it accumulated within, making gugeandpoint, sharp as
a razor, gleam beautifully...

The shape of each part of the illusional sword biewh fuzzily at
first, but stabilized accordingly as my thoughtddd away. Soon, it
possessed toughness, weight, even warmth, and belgasing a
dense aura atop the table.

When | devoted myself to solely staring into thesgly blade, |
heard a voice from somewhere.

“Deeper. Dive in deeper. Until you feel the memsiedden by
the sword, the essence of its existence.”

The blackness of the sword stretched out withadiand.
Masking the table and floor, the surrounding boeksts and lamps,
it engulfed the world in darkness. Before | knewoitly the sword
and | remained in this lightless, infinite spackeblack sword
silently rose, ceasing motion with its pommel belnd its point
above. My form flickered and dissolved away, mysmausness was
sucked into the sword.

When | regained awareness, | was changed intayéestedar
tree, rooted into the chilly earth.

A thick forest surrounds me. But for some reasberd isn’t a
single tree growing around. | am standing stilldanly in the exact
middle of this wide, empty circle. | try calling bto the moss and
ferns covering the soil at my feet, but there isey.

...... Solitude.
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Desolation, the feeling of loneliness, fills me. Miag to brush
my branches against those of the other trees,drigagove them
each time the wind blows, but unfortunately, thagpmot reach.

They may reach if | stretch them out further. Whht in mind, |
absorb the energy of the earth from my roots aacetiergy of the sun
from my leaves with all I have. Instantly, my truekpands in
thickness and my branches grow in length. My leaNles pointed
needles, approach the glossy, light-green leavésedfonara oak
growing closest.

However, aah, what misfortune. The leaves of theaka oak
withers light-brown right before | touch it, alllliag to the ground in
a whirl. Even its branches and trunk lose theirstuse and rot,
drained, and it collapses from its roots beforgldhisn’t just the
konara. The other trees that were standing arcumeérmpty land
wither and perish one after another, crumbling awdne moss
iImmediately masks away their remains.

| grieve for a while in the middle of the empty datat
expanded again, and absorbed energy from the graashdun once
more. My trunk creaks as it swells out, my brandresk as they
stretch out in all directions. | turn to the topeofear Machilus next,
desperately reaching out with my leaves.

But yet again, the other party’s leaves wither gsmtrunk rots,
having lost its life, and it falls before | makentact. With the tree
beside it. And the one beside that. The trees cleiaway one after
another and the empty land expands again.
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The trees nearby ended up withering due to me hivgpenergy
from the earth and the sun in my bid to extend napthes. Even
while understanding that, | do not give up makiongtact with the
other trees. How many times had this repeated?r8¢fkmew it, |
became several tens of times bigger than the tffetbe forest and the
cleared land expanded to several tens of times afiginal area. And
the same goes for the depth of my solitude.

No matter how far my branches stretch out, therdgayointed
leaves reach the leaves of other trees will nevarec By the time |
realized that, | could not turn back any longer. lelgves and
branches, protruded high up above the forest, moatio monopolize
a huge amount of sunlight regardless of my will emdroots, laid out
across the ground, continue to absorb a massiveargmbenergy
from the earth. The cold, vacant land expands gajaly and the
trees continue to fall, one after another...

“Good, that's enough.”

All of a sudden, | heard that voice and got relddsam the
cedar tree.

In just a single blink, the surrounding sceneryma¢d to the
Great Library Room where | was. Endless bookshedhese on by
lamps of orange light. Polished stone flooring.ofind table—and
atop it, two swords. They were my «black one» angdé’s «Blue
Rose Sword». They seemed exactly like the real,dngghat was
iImpossible. Both of our beloved swords should Hasen confiscated
from us when we were taken to the cathedral.
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When | gazed at the white and black swords in &dazmall
hand reached out from the opposite side of the tabdl first held the
black sword by its grip. The sword abruptly quivekne that instant
and vanished without a sound.

Next, the hand touched the Blue Rose Sword betsiddat one
disappeared in an instant as well, as though itsuaked into that
palm.

e Yes. | can confirm that | have received the «moees of
the weapon» both of you guided.”

Raising my head at that voice that seemed satjsfigceyes met
those of the black robed girl sitting on the opfside—the sage,
Cardinal. Then, | finally realized that | seemedh&we fallen into
some kind of trance. When | looked to the side,dfiggreen eyes
were aimlessly wandering about again, but his madidenly
trembled and he blinked several times.

“...Huh... I was on the summit of the highest mountatithe
mountain range at the edge...”

| instinctively called out to my partner, still mmuring some
vague words, with a wry smile.

“So you went somewhere like that?”
“Yeah. It was an extremely cold and really lonelgae...”
“Come now, it's not time to relax yet.”

Scolded as | was about to enter chit-chat modeaightened up
my posture in a fluster. When | secretly took akpaethe other side
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of the table, the young sage’s eyelids were clbsswnd those lens.
Her eyebrows were slightly lowered, indicating tela¢ was thinking
about something, but eventually, she lightly nodded spoke.

“Fm... Rather than coming up with a technique, itnssed®etter
to prioritize on the simplicity of the art rituallow, Kirito, let’s first
start with your sword.”

She lightly knocked on the table with the fingestgm her left
hand and a parchment sheet silently appeared @sutfece. She
touched the blank parchment with her right palma thme, gently
brushing against it from top to bottom.

With just that, an art ritual, extended over ter4, distinctively
surfaced upon it. Spinning the parchment arounel s§d it in front of
me. Repeating those actions once again, she mheesktond sheet
in front of Eugeo.

My partner and | exchanged glances, then fixedegas upon
the parchment sheets in front of us at the same tim

The characters, written down in blue-black ink antkat script,
were entirely in the Sacred Tongue, which would medphabets
without a single character from the Common Tonguech would
mean Japanese. It followed the orthodox formasémred art rituals,
with the line number on the left and the text om ttight. | skimmed
through the text, that started with [system catiltioe first line and
ended with [enhance armament] on the tenth, aarnted the number
of words and it really did go over twenty-five werd
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True, it was more or less shorter than the fulltcorart for the
«Frost Scale Whip» Integrity Knight Eldrie usedt memorizing all
of this was considerably difficult.

“Er-ermm... is taking this with me.”..

“It goes without saying you can’t. You should kntvat even
those chicks in the academy, the trainees, aréowed to look at
their textbooks during actual practice.”

After rejecting me with an exasperated face, Caldiontinued.

“Firstly, if you take arobjectrelated to this library room out and
it falls into the enemy’s hands, there is the gmbsi of cracking
through the space isolation.”

“Th-Then those daggers we got earlier...”

“Those ardinkedto my own self, so it will not pose a problem.
Come now, stop complaining and get to memorizinguigeo has
already gotten started.”

| looked to the side in shock and as expectedrof BRugeo was
exhibiting his honor student power, staring harthatparchment as
though he was consuming it and moving his lipgmals motions.
Having resigned myself and returned my eyes backytown text,
Cardinal mercilessly added more instructions.

“The time limit is thirty minutes, be sure to menzerit before
then.”

“N-No way, it's not like this is an academy exantioa... how
about just a little more...”
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The moment | started to criticize while on the eedf giving up,
the lightning struck yet again.

“Imbecile! Look here, the two of you were thrownarthe
underground jail and got your swords confiscatestgrelay, at about
eleven in the morning. And ownership rights iggsetif twenty-four
hours passes since then, so you'll end up losing gpportunity to
use this full control art.”

“Ah... th-that’s right. By the way, what time is ight now...?”

“Seven o’clock had already passed by long ago.dthewuld be
nearly no time left if we take it that you take tiwours to recover
your sword.”

o, Un-Understood.”

This time, | steeled my resolve and started glaaitipe lines of
commands seriously.

Luckily, the sacred arts of the Underworld weretten in the
familiar language of English unlike the magic oftAim Online. The
syntax was close to that of programming languagesgedl, so it was
possible for me to remember it with understanding.

The art ritual written down by Cardin@l) declares a reference
to the embedded data within the object (i.e. thenorg of the
weapon) saved within the main memag)) selects only the required
parts and modifies therf8) assigns them to the sword, as it currently
was, to amplify its offensive ability; it seemedhave been composed
from those three processes. As a technique, itleas to the knage
bufferoverwriting experiment» | carried out on the zejdnylowers
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during my novice trainee days, but the art rituakviull of
vocabulary not in the academy textbooks, so it @qubbably be
impossible to write those without knowing all oetbommands like
Cardinal.

| kept a part of my head thinking about a relatgaid even as |
carved the ten lines art ritual into my mind.

The Rath researchers who created the Underwolleldcthiie data
system that documented all of thigjectsin this world, «xmnemonic
visual». It was already an event from over two geago for me, but |
roughly explained its structure to Asuna and SiabAgil’s store Iin
Okachimachi, Taitoku-ku. My understanding had gr@mce | got
thrown into this world though observation and expents.

Every existence in the Underworld were not polyguodels like
currently existing VRMMOs. The memories of stoned &ees, dogs
and cats, tools and buildings, and such are reastjimlized, and
stored into the main storage, the «Main Visualizéom the
consciousness of the people who connect to—nojritiee world.
And when the need arises, those memories are dvatand passed
on to the one who dived in. After all, making trephyrias, which
weren't supposed to bloom in the north empire, awas through
temporarily overwriting the equalized buffer datacanable to
bloom» to an image of «can be made to bloom».

Each and evergbjectin this world are saved as memories.

If that was the case, it would be possible to godpposite and
modify a memory into anbjectas well, wouldn’t it? That would
make that scene | once saw, inexplicable, otherwise
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Two years and two months ago, after gaining conisciess in
the forest south of Rulid, | arrived at the bankhef Ruhr river that
flowed through the forest. There, | caught sighé acene that felt far
too vivid. The back view of a boy with flaxen haargirl with long,
blonde hair, and a boy with short, black hair wadkin the setting
sun.

That image vanished in mere seconds, but that efasitely not
an illusion. I can still vividly replay it even ngwhen | close my
eyes: the sunset dyed red, the swaying light omith& hair, the
sound of footsteps upon the short grass. Back thenst have
summoned those three children from my own memofiks.flaxen-
haired boy was definitely Eugeo. The blonde-hageldwas Alice.
And the black-haired boy was—...

“It has been thirty minutes. How is it going?”

| interrupted the thought unfolding at a cornenuf
consciousness at Cardinal’'s voice.

Turning the parchment on the tabletop over, | tteedall to
mind the art ritual from the very beginning. | srtidg recalled all the
way to the final word despite not concentratingyMadird, and
answered, relieved.

“It's probably flawless.”

“That’s a pretty self-contradictory answer. Whatabyou,
Eugeo?”

“Er... erm, it's probably flaw.... fine.”

“Very well.”
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After nodding with a face like she was suppressifutter smile,
Cardinal added on.

“I'll say this first, but you must not use the falbntrol art
recklessly, regardless of how powerful it is. Thwsls will lose
quite a bit of their Lives with even a single uNaturally, losing
because you were too stingy in using it is an érgger no-no. Use it
when you judge that it is truly the time to do Be.sure to properly
put it back into its scabbard to allow it to recoits Life afterward.”

“It... It sounds difficult...”

| murmured with a sigh, then flipped the parchnwnthe
tabletop back to face-up. | scanned through thatagl again to
double-check and noticed something.

“...Huh? This art ritual ends with the sentence, «tite
armament», right?”

“What about it, you have something to say?”

“N-No, that’s not what I'm getting at. If I'm notmng, the full
control art Integrity Knight Eldrie used when weifiht him had
another art ritual following it... Erm, re, re-re...”

Eugeo sent a lifeboat out from the side as | hemameidhawed.

“Release recollection was that it? When he chanted that, the
whip became a real snake. That was really surgrisuasn’t it?”

“Yeah, that's it. Cardinal, our full control artemit need that?”

“Fm...”
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The sage dressed in black answered my doubts ewsn w
making a face that seemed like she was going te@anething
bothersome again.

“Look here, the armament full control art has twages. Those
are «strengthening» and «releasing». Strengtheafegs to partially
awakening the weapon’s memories and manifestingnaaifensive
ability. And releasing refers to... as the term sgigjat awakens all
of the weapon’s memory, releasing its rampaginggydéw

“Rampaging power, huh... | see. So Eldrie’s «Frostl&@Vhip»
can extend its range and split up when strengtheretlit transforms
into snake when released, attacking enemies autaiiat huh...”

Confirming my words with a single blink, Cardindlibtly
spoke.

“That is indeed the case. However, I'll say thrstfi but the two
of you are still far from being able to use theeasle art.”

“Why... why is that?”

The sage turned to Eugeo, blinking his eyes inrsepand
continued in a stern tone.

“| said it was a rampaging power, did | not? Thiep$ive ability
brought about by releasing its memories are ceytaiot within the
realm of control for a swordsman who just recelgrnt the art
ritual. All the more if it is a sacred instrumeritechigh priority... it
would drag not just the enemies, but yourself imvalt, and if you
use it shoddily, it may even cost you your life.”

“Un-Understood.”
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Eugeo ended up obediently nodding, demonstratisddmor
student aptitude from our academy times, so | agultklp but to
incline my own head up and down. But it appearedii@al sensed
my discontentment as she added on with a sigh.

“A time when the two of you are able to use theask art will
eventually come... perhaps, or maybe it won't. Thershwill teach
you everything. Well, only if you succeed in takihgpack, that is.”

“Heeh...”

Cardinal appeared annoyed at my reply and shatg@bped the
staff in her right hand onto the floor.

The two sheets of parchment in front of Eugeo amdiéd up
from their ends and shrank tight—by the time thatught came to
me, they had already turned into long and narrokedaastries.

“You must be hungry after using your head, eat.”

“Eh...? We won't forget the art ritual we memorizéave eat it
or something like that...?”

“How could something so palatable possibly happen?”
“O-0Oh, okay.”

After exchanging looks with Eugeo, we picked up kia&ed
pastries. | figured it was one of those simple st bought and ate
at Centoria’s central marketplace, baked from wHeat with sugar
sprinkled on, but it was baked from pie dough avaked with white
chocolate, a pastry that truly felt real-world-istihen | took a bite
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out of it, its crispy texture and rich sweetnesefled my mouth, my
tears almost flowing from the excessive nostalgia.

As though we were competing with each other, Elagabl
finished it in a trance and took a deep breathrediffiing our heads
and meeting Cardinal’s eyes, watching over us witfentle gaze.

The young sage slowly nodded and spoke.
“Now... it’s about time for us to say our farewells.”

There was heavy weight within those short wordsstantly
shook my head.

“When we achieve our goals, you'll be able to getaf here,
right? Calling it a farewell is just exaggerating...”

“Fm, | suppose that’s true. If everything goes asiped, that

True, if we were defeated by the integrity knigintshe midst of
battle while going towards the top floor of theleadral, Cardinal
would be once again subjected to a test of heepedi in this Great
Library Room. The load experimental phase wouldphdy arrive
before she finds another collaborator and the Husand will sink
into seas of blood and flames.

But for one who implied such a tragic end, Cardmsaimile was
soothingly clear and | was assailed by a sensé#tiangripped my
chest tight. The sage gave me, firmly chewing myg,la near
imperceptible nod and softly turned away.
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“Come, there is no time. Follow me... | will dispatgbu from
the door closest to the equipment vault on thel tharor of the
cathedral.

The passage from the central hall of the GreatatipbRoom’s first
floor to the entrance room, connected to counti@skdoors, was
sorely far too short.

| did nothing but stare at Cardinal’s small backshe walked
right in front, with Eugeo mouthing the art ritdar the full control
art at my side.

| wanted to talk to her more. And | wanted to knmare about
what she felt and thought about in that periodroétthat went over
two hundred years. | couldn’t not desire to doteat emotion filled
even my throat, but Cardinal’s pace was resoluefargiving even
the slightest hesitation, and | could do nothingeothan to walk in
silence.

Having guided us to the familiar, large room withmg passages
lined up on the three walls, Cardinal proceededatd® a single
passage, stretching out from the right wall, ingame manner. She
walked for another ten meters or so and just asvene about to
reach a single door at the end, simple and budttime wall, she stood
still at last and turned around towards us.

The smile on those lips, the color of cherry blosspwas as
gentle as it always was. Her mouth, that seemedéa contain a sort
of satisfaction, moved and a clear voice streamgd o
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“Eugeo... and you, Kirito. The fate of the world isteisted to
the two of you as of now. Whether it gets coveretall fire... or it
sinks into absolute nothingness, or perhaps...”

Looking straight into my eyes, she voiced out thetimuation.

“—You discover a third path. | have already impdrédi | could,
given all | could. You simply have to head down gia¢h you believe
in.”

“...Thank you very much, Cardinal-san. We will deffigly reach
the top of the cathedral... and return Alice to wéta¢ was.”

Eugeo unequivocally spoke in a voice infused with
determination.

| figured | ought to say something as well, bublikin’t find the
words. Instead, | deeply bowed once.

After Cardinal nodded, she wiped off her smile aettl on the
doorknob with her extended left hand.

“Now then... go!”

The doorknob turned and the door was thrown widglsn in
the next instant. Resisting the dry, cold wind thanhediately blew in
with vigor, Eugeo and | leapt out at once.

After walking for five, six steps like that, anotremall noise
came from behind. When | looked over my shouldesrd was only a
glossy marble wall coldly obstructing the way; ttwor connected to
the Great Library Room had vanished without leavorgind the
slightest trace.
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Part 1

What a great distance | have traveled—

A lofty ceiling, aligned marble pillars, and thedr, an exquisite
stone mosaic that used a variety of stones.

Even as he had his breath taken away upon behdiaking
splendor of the Axiom Church Central Cathedralteiior for the
first time, Eugeo couldn’t help but to think so.

Until slightly more than two years ago, he belietleat his life
was to continue hacking away at an unfellable witke an axe in
vain. To pass his days immersed in memories dbloisde childhood
friend, lost long ago, without getting married @ving children,
before turning his sacred task to the next woodcuatlter years pass,
living deep within the forest like that, and have lhfe expire
without anyone’s notice someday.

However, the black-haired youth who suddenly apgeane
day forcibly broke through the small world that ioed Eugeo. He
managed to hack down even that absolute barriéngesavay the
path towards the capital, the Gigas Cedar, witrethod that
generations of woodcutter could not even imagiseha pivotal point
approached Eugeo. To continue living in the smidfige while
holding onto his memories of Alice. Or to set ontapjourney to
recover Alice—
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It would be a lie to say that he didn’t falter. EEodirst thought
of his family the moment Gasupht, the village chssfid that he could
choose his next sacred task on the village festinit.

Until then, Eugeo had always turned over all ofwlages he had
earned from chopping the Gigas Cedar to his farifiiheir occupation
have been wheat growing for generations, but fretds were
confined, especially in recent years where revevagscarce due to
the succession of poor harvest. His parents arat bldthers might
not mention it outright, but they were likely pgrdounting on the
stable income Eugeo earned each month.

The earnings as a woodcutter would naturally beegmith the
Gigas Cedar felled. However, he could probablyivecpreferential
treatment in gaining an area well-exposed to tineiisthe newly
cleared, cultivated land in the south if he chasgrow wheat as his
sacred task like his father and the rest. Upontisygothe faces of his
family, mixed with anticipation and anxiety, at@rer of the
cheerful villagers making merry from the stage, émgas at a loss.

He was, but only for a sheer moment. Eugeo fordiblyed the
scale balancing a reunion with the girl from higdditood and a life
with his family, and he made a declaration. Thaivs leaving the
village and becoming a swordsman.

Even if he were to choose being a swordsman asabied task,
he could still receive a salary from the villagéé stayed in Rulid
and became one of the guards. However, leavingililage was,
ultimately, to stand on his own two feet, away frbim family’s side.
The money Eugeo brought to his family and the nelds they could
have received were all nullified. The reason whyefiein a hurry, on
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the day after the festival, was because he coulthewar to see his
parents and elder brothers’ faces, suppressingdisasippointment
and dissatisfaction.

There were chances where he could have choseart@stew
life with his family even after setting off with Kio. Having
participated in the swordsmanship tournament hettde town of
Zakkaria, Eugeo won in the end, alongside Kiritbjak earned him
the right to enter the guards corps, and he di&Esduring the harsh
training for half a year, they received lettersefommendation to
take the examination for the North Centoria Imddvlaster Sword
Academy from the commanding officer of the guarthspbut there
was an invitation from the commanding officer wittlat. That their
ranks would rise next year if they remained wita ¢fuard corps, with
the level of skill the two had, and even becomimg commanding
officer in the future was no dream. How comfortabtauld his
family’s lifestyle get if he gains a stable income&Zakkaria and sends
a portion of it back to their home by entrustintpita peddling
wagon?

But still, Eugeo politely declined the commandirffioer’s
invitation and got him to write the letter of recormandation as
planned.

While en-route to the capital, his goal, or afterafling in the
Master Sword Academy as well, Eugeo continued ngg&Htuses in
a corner of his mind the entire time. For examiblee got chosen as
the academy’s representative swordsman, gaineaokryict the Four
Empire Unity Tournament, and be inducted as an taine integrity
knight, he could enable his parents and the rdsteaon

144



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 08 — Central Cathedral

unimaginable extravagance. Or if he made a triungtarn to the
village, clad in silver armor and straddling afigidragon alongside
Alice, his parents should have more pride in hiantanyone else.

However, by drawing his sword towards the elite sismen-in-
training, Raios Antinous and Humbert Zizek, twor@ngs ago,
Eugeo betrayed his family for the third time. A¢ tvery least, he
discarded the considerably probable future of bewgsted with the
position of a first class aristocrat if circumstas@llowed it... no,
that was an understatement; he discarded evertatis |s a
commoner and chose the path of being a major cailmvho violated
a taboo.

Back then, Eugeo was conscious of the circumstances
somewhere in his mind, even when he was stirrednmdtion by a
tremendous rage. If he were to cut Raios and Hunfieee right now,
he would lose anything and everything. Eugeo drisvwsWword even
while aware of that. He did it to help Tieze anchiR®who appeared
to be getting raped before his eyes; he did ietsipt in the justice he
believed in; but that wasn’t all to it. He wantedrélease that
bloodthirst ravaging within his heart; he wante@tase Raios and
Humbert without leaving a single trace behind; @gainly had those
murky desires as well.

Really now, what a great distance | have traveled—

He had made a complete turn from one of the skexve elite
swordsmen-in-training in the academy, to steppingnuhe floor of
the most sacred place in the world as a rebel rgakmenemy out of
the Axiom Church.
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Fleeing from the bow-using integrity knight's puitsitugeo was
informed of the existence of a book that recordadrdall history of
the Human World from a young girl who was suppaseoe the
previous highest minister of the Axiom Church ie thysterious
Great Library Room he entered, and read it as thiwegwas
devouring it. Because he wanted to know, no matket. Whether
there were any humans who pointed a blade towhedshurch,
fought with integrity knights, and escaped far awaynewhere after
accomplishing their wishes, in the long history.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t find a single episodesath a person.
The influence of the church spread far and wideeaag the world,
all of the masses would prostrate themselves béf@rauthority of
the integrity knights, and no matter how serioggiarrel it was—it
would be easily subdued, even if it was a disputr anperial
borders between fellow empires. There wasn'’t evsingle record of
anyone who drew a sword in an attack against thecbhand fought
against the integrity knights in the massive histawok, no matter
how hard he examined it.

...In other words, | am the worst sinner in the aveee hundred
and eighty years since the Human World was crdagatle goddess
of creation, Stacia.

The moment Eugeo thought so while closing the ltasler of
the book, a chill that resembled ice assailed Hikirito hadn’t come
back with such perfect timing and called out to hima would have
probably continued making himself small as he cedehere.

Eugeo had to convince himself countless times, egdme
listened to the mysterious previous highest minstale with his
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partner. He could no longer return to his prevismay of life after
choosing to abandon his family, cut another mad,fayint against the
church. He had no path aside from moving forwaodmatter how
much blood stain his hands, no matter how manylsessirch his
soul. For the sake of that one purpose he had left.

To recover the «heart fragment» stolen by the atifrghest
minister, turn Integrity Knight Alice Synthesis Tty back to Alice
Schuberg, and send her to the dearly-missed Ruiliaige.

However, his wish to live together with the girubt no longer
be granted. The one and only place he thought hiel gm now, with
the many crimes he had committed, was beyond theatamm range at
the edge, the dreadful land of darkness. But tlaat fime too. There
was nothing more to hope for, if Alice could haggive where she
was born.

As Eugeo reflected upon his mute determinatiorstheed at
Kirito’s back, moving ahead of him.

...If I said | will go to the land of darkness, wile come with
me...?

Upon asking that question without voicing it outiggeo forced
himself to stop imagining his partner’s reply. Thimg about how his
path forward might, in the near future, part froim lack-haired
bosom friend, the only other person in this wotlhgling in the same
position right now, was unbelievably terrifying.

As Cardinal mentioned, the corridor that extendeaight from the
door was unexpectedly short.
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He quickly walked, while sunk in thought for a shaestant; it
didn’t take long before reaching the spaciousamguilar room.

The central portion of the right wall had staircgssurprisingly
wide, continuing up and down. The ceiling’s heigktended over
eight mel, so likewise, it seemed there were owenty steps until
the landing halfway through the stairs.

And the left wall were grand double doors, surraady
sculptures of winged beasts.

Kirito walking in front quickly turned his right & this way
and clung onto the wall, so Eugeo followed suit pressed his back
against a stone pillar within reach. Holding hiedth, he scanned
through the gloomy, spacious room.

If the previous highest minister’s words prove tighe grand
doors on the left ought to be the equipment vaay twere looking
for. Despite being such an important place, theispa room was
silent as the grave, without any presence of otlersn Solus’s light
that shone in from the large staircases on thd sgbmed dyed in an

icy gray.
“...There’s no one around, huh...”

Upon softly whispering towards Kirito’s back, hiarpner
nodded, with slight disappointment as well.

“It's an equipment store, so | figured there woléda guard or
two, but... | guess it's maybe because the Axiom Chuvouldn’t
have anyone entering to steal in the first place...”
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“But they know about our intrusion already, righitey’re rather
calm despite that.”

“They really do have reason to be. They have nd respend
their time searching around for people like usotimer words, the next
time we meet integrity knights, there’ll be eitlzeconsiderably large
number of them or considerably strong ones. C'netiy make use
of this time extension as much as we can.”

Ending his words with a hmph, a snort, Kirito atyilean out
from the cover of the wall. Eugeo followed afteathcrossing the
deserted, spacious room.

The doors to the equipment vault had embossednggaf the
two goddesses, Solus and Terarria, and no keyHuoleshey
possessed such intensity that it made him thinkuhbelievers might
not be able to open them, no matter how much tiuélyop push.
However, when Kirito put his ear against the dawrd bit and placed
his hands upon the handles, putting some forcetbetn, the doors
opened so easily that it was practically a let-doWre hinges didn’t
let out a single creak.

A dense, cold air, like several hundred years’ woftstiliness,
leaked out from the black gap of around fifty cleattopened up and
made Eugeo shiver, but his partner slipped himbkedugh without
hesitation, so he hurriedly followed behind. Whiea $olemn doors
closed behind, the surroundings were engulfed mptete darkness.

“System call.”.

The art ritual that instinctively left his mouthenapped
perfectly with Kirito’s voice, so he ended up smgidespite the
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situation. While continuing with ajenerate luminous elemént
Eugeo recalled the time he went with Kirito to tieth cave to
search for Selka. It was hard enough using thebadithe basics
among the sacred arts back then and he couldmtiwth more than
making a stick held in his hand weakly light uptatend—

The pure white luminous element brought forth dtpright
palm pushed aside the dense darkness, incidebtallyjng away
Eugeo’s mood for nostalgia.

“Uo...”

As Kirito let out an astonished voice at his sagulp
simultaneously came from Eugeo’s throat.

What space. It was labeled a vault, so he imagangldce like
the Master Sword Academy’s tool storehouse, bagtwlas ridiculous.
It had practically as much area as the large m@aetiena where Kirito
and Uolo Levanteinn had their match.

Radiance of each and every hue filled in the spaaepunded
by smooth stone walls on all four sides, refledted the
illumination of the luminous element that soarefdefgeo’s palm.

Systematically lined up on the floor surface wearaa, placed
upon human-shaped support racks. In addition tongayitch-black
ones, pure-white ones, and those in dazzling huesddish-copper,
bluish-silver, and yellowish-gold, they also inchadeach and every
sort of armor, from light armor constructed frormthhains and
leather to heavy armor, massive metal sheets jdogether without
any gaps. They numbered no less than five hundred.
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And on the tall walls hung, yet again, practicaiery kind of
weapon in existence, closely packed together.

Even among the swords alone, there were long shest ones,
along with a wide range of thick, thin, straightdacurved ones too.
In addition, the great variety of combat equipmé&ain single-edged
and double-edged axes, lances among the long speatammers,
whips, and maces, to bows stretched from the tilooearly the
ceiling, their numbers practically uncountable, &ujeo could do
naught but to leave his mouth agape.

“...Sortiliena-senpai might get overwhelmed and f#ishe
came here, huh.”

Kirito finally broke the silence with a whisper sxal seconds
later.

“Yeah... The same goes for Gorgolosso-senpai, Hev
himself at that large sword and never let go dfhe saw it.”

Murmuring back with a sigh, Eugeo violently let ¢k breath
that refused to leave. Scanning through the vaspawent vault once
more, he shook his head twice or thrice.

“How do | say this... is the church thinking abouegrtually
starting its own army or something? The integritygkts alone
should already be enough, though...”

*Hmm... to fight with the army of darkness...? No, thatot
it...”

Kirito’s expression suddenly stiffened and contohwath a
glance at Eugeo.
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“It's the reverse. It's not to make an army... buttake it
impossible to make one; that’'s why the church leenlgathering
equipment here. The equipment here are probabpoalerful ones,
at sacred instrument class or somewhere aroune. thiee highest
minister, Administrator, was preventing some organon aside from
the Axiom Church from getting their hands on streaggipment and
obtaining unnecessary battle potential...”

“Eh...? What's that supposed to mean? There cangiblysbe
an organization that’ll turn on the Axiom Churclo, matter what kind
of strong equipment they hold, can there?”

“In other words, the one with the least faith ie thurch’s
authority might just be the venerable highest nemiberself.”

Eugeo could not immediately grasp the meaning afds
sarcastic words. However, he was pat on his badkdpartner
before he could ponder on them.

“Come on, time’s running out. Let’s hurry up and ger swords
back.”

“Ah... y-yeah. But it'll be a daunting task to loorfthem out of
all these...”

The Blue Rose Sword and the black sword were sedaththeir
respective discreet sheaths of white and blackdézabut multiple
similar swords could be spotted on the walls.

“...Even if we try to use the umbra element searclariggain,
the sacred power in the area should have beenbysie luminous
elements earlier...”
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It was in that moment, when Eugeo let out a sighenthinking
‘if that was the case, we should have just useddgleslight’, that
Kirito unhesitatingly spoke.

“Oh, found them.”

Lifting his right hand, he pointed at the immedik of the
doors they entered.

“Woah... to think they're in a place like this.”

The white and black swords at the spot Kirito peihtowards
certainly were the pair's beloved swords, withow aoom for doubt.
Eugeo gazed at his partner’s profile in mute amargm

“Kirito, how did you do that without even using asgcred
arts...?”

“I just figured that the newest swords brought iigim be placed
closest to the door.”

Despite how Kirito, who revealed his basis, wowddially
childishly show a proud smile at such times, he m@s staring
solemnly at his own black sword for some reasor.lH@ummediately
let out a breath, approached the wall, and griggpedlack leather
sheath after reaching for it with his right hand.

His motion froze for a sheer instant, as if he ta¢sd, but he
lifted it off the metal supports before long. Feliag that, he took the
Blue Rose Sword at its side with his left hand tossed it. Eugeo
caught it in a panic and the familiar weight madelf known to his
wrist.
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Despite him spending less than a mere two days &wayhis
beloved sword, a powerful sense of nostalgia alef that surprised
even Eugeo himself flooded through him and he liggiptasped the
sheath with both hands.

The Blue Rose Sword was always close to him angkeklghim
out countless times ever since the Gigas Cedabdek home. It was
there when he entered the swordsmanship tournam#ére town of
Zakkaria; it was there when he challenged the rogr@xaminations
for the Master Sword Academy; it was even therenine disobeyed
the Taboo Index and sliced off Humbert’'s arm.

If the Axiom Church had always been gathering mltk of
powerful equipment over the many years, them ow&rim this Blue
Rose Sword, lying dormant in the north cave, waly tyood
fortune—or perhaps fate. Evidence that following pfath of taking
Alice back was definitely not a mistake...

“Stop getting all overwhelmed already, hurry up aresr it.”

Abruptly regaining his senses at Kirito’s voiceagted with
laughter, he saw that his partner had alreadylrsgthbis beloved
sword’s sheath onto his sword belt’s clasp. Eugdowed suit while
showing an embarrassed smile, ending with a pasg@ommel and
looked around as he pondered on their next stepelite-looking
armor lined up on the ground had engraved namepihateg on them,
with names such as [Senrai Armor] or [Shinzan Kagadhnciting
quite an interest from him.
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“...What should we do, Kirito? We’ll probably be alttefind
one that suits us with this many around, want twdve some armor
too?”

“Naah, we haven’t wore armor before, right? It'stueot to do
what you aren’t used to. Let’s just take thosehdetover there.”

Looking at where his partner pointed towards and &nough,
he saw clothes in a variety of colors arrangedsscéion within the
row of armor. Looking down at his own body, he fdwpots torn and
frayed on the academy uniform he worn since twesaao due to the
fight and subsequent retreat from Knight Eldrie.

“True, they’ll likely become indistinguishable frorags sooner
or later at the rate we’re going.”

The two luminous elements drifting overnead welgally
losing their radiance too. Casting away his linggmegrets over the
armor, he ran over to the clothes section and lzgrtly dug through
the fabric that seemed to be of high quality, logkior a coat and
trousers that matched his frame. Turning their bdaleach other,
they quickly changed.

Putting his hand through the sleeve of ultramacinthes
extremely similar to the academy uniform, Eugeo sfascked by the
texture’s smoothness. When he turned back aftargthg, he saw
Kirito had the same thought, stroking the blackitaivith both
hands.

“...These clothes definitely have their own little bf stories to
tell. It would be nice if they could stop the intiég knights’ attacks
somewhat, though.”
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“Now that’s hoping for too much.”

After laughing a little at his frivolous partnersords, Eugeo
stiffened his expression.

“Now then... shall we get going?”
“Yeah... | guess so.”
Trading short remarks, they returned to the enganc

Things went so smoothly that it could even be abersid
disappointing so far, but it would hardly remaiattivay. Let’s
proceed with our guards up—their deep, mutual rsddstly
included the recognition of that fact; Eugeo grasie right handle
of the doors and Kirito, the left.

Gently pulling it open together, the gap gingerigened—

Do-ka-ka-ka! That noise came almost concurrentiy the
countless steel arrows that pierced through thaceiof the thick
doors.
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“Uwah!”
“Owah!?”

The doors were hurled open with the weight of thpact;
Eugeo and Kirito fell onto the ground, their reads first.

A familiar knight in red armor stood on the gramaii€ase’s
landing, far away on the opposite side of the regliéar room
stretching out from the opening, starting to nadsli arrows into a
long bow of nearly the same height. Furthermoreai$ four
altogether. There was no mistake that this wasainee integrity
knight riding the flying dragon at the rose garden.

The distance in between us is roughly thirty meh’hSwords
definitely can’t reach, but it’s likely the perfagnge for an expert
archer. And we probably won't have the time to dthe/swords at
our waists from this unsightly fallen posture,d&ine getting up and
taking cover at the walls.

That was why | said we should wear the armor! lulddhave
been even better if we had a shield!

Eugeo screamed thus in his heart and the kniglatrbegawing
the longbow’s string nearly simultaneously.

With things as they are, | have no choice to gw®n evading
without getting hurt and use all | have to avoiatal wound—no, a
severe wound that’'ll render me immobile at the \‘east.

Eugeo opened his eyes wide and stared at the tmied
arrows. The dull silver-colored arrows were aimetlat their hearts,
but their legs. It was as Cardinal mentioned, tiaeiopassed down to
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the knights was likely not to take them out, butépture them. But
with the current circumstances, getting capturesd @ssentially the
same as getting murdered.

The integrity knight drew the tense bowstring #oliinit.

A moment of stillness arrived, where everythingnsed to cease
motion—

Kirito’s strained voice pierced through that openin

“Burst element!

Eugeo could not instantly catch what his partner aa it was
too fast. He understood its significance only atiter phenomenon
occurred.

A brilliant whiteness spread over his vision allo$udden.

An intense light, as if Solus had descended. Itavasnple art
that merely set free a luminous element, one ok#lements» that
served as the foundation of elemental sacredlartKirito didn’t
recite the art ritual for generating elements. Wwistre did—...

No, there was an element. There were luminous &ltsne
drifting in midair, called out by both of them ftuminate the
equipment vault tens of minutes ago, weren’t th@ite® neglected
elements were on standby for any sequential adlat Kirito gave
the order for the element floating over his heabdd®et free and
produced that immense light.
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—There was him throwing that glass fragment heguo#uring
the fight with Eldrie too; I'm totally no match fdmm at fighting by
making use of items lying around as always...

While thinking about such things, Eugeo gathereghsgjth into
his legs within the pure white light and jumped &ods the right with
all his might.

He immediately heard the screeching noise of stgeivs
digging into the stone floor from where he was lumdif a second
ago. It would be best to take cover by the waitst fhaving averted a
direct hit—or so he thought, when Kirito’s low shoaached his ears.

“Forward!”

Understanding his partner’s aim in an instant, Bugeked off
the ground once again. Not slanting off towardsritjlet, but straight
forward.

The luminous element’s explosion was from overhéatijnd
the pair, which meant Kirito and Eugeo did not féoe light source
directly, but the integrity knight's eyes shouldsadaken the light in
head-on. There was no doubt his eyesight would ireroéabed for
several more seconds.

The luminous element’s direct offensive ability waw when
compared to thermal and cryogenic elements, andynesed in
healing arts instead, but if one were to make gpaea@xude light
strongly, it possesses the promising abilitieslioiding eyes and
inspiring awe. Hence, it was wise to prepare ametd of the
opposing type, the umbra element, for the sakesofralizing art
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rituals when the opponent generates a luminousezleduring battle;
this was taught even in the academy’s lessons.

There was no way an integrity knight, standinghatapex of all
swordsmen and art users, would not have heardcbf Gmmon
knowledge, which meant calling a new luminous elethoait and
blinding him would not work for a second time. Thias the first and
last opportunity to narrow the distance from thevhging enemy.

Speedy analysis of the situation and selectiorcobas were
also an essential point of the Aincrad-style, oKsdo told Eugeo
countless times. It was a way of thinking utteriffedtent from the
High Norkia-style that emphasizes refinement arlhghy in
movements. And the charm to calm down one’s mimgbédting that
point into practice, even in the midst of battleswstay coob.

A step behind his partner following the usage eflthminous
element, Eugeo frantically chased after the fopsste front. He drew
the Blue Rose Sword out from the left of his waisthe ran.

Having served its purpose, the luminous elemenistana
immediately after, and the world regained its calod form. The pair
had already ran into the spacious hall from thepsgent vault.
Affirming with both eyes wide open, that the intigknight could be
seen standing around twenty steps up the staiedsessd.

As predicted, it appeared that the knight's visias still
impaired. His body tottered with his right handtba face guard of
that bronze-colored helmet.

It was a true stroke of luck that the integrity ddmi before their
eyes did not wear a sword on his waist unlike Eldde had an
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astonishing amount of self-confidence, bringinghimad more than a
single longbow when picking an indoor fight. He rnlnave been
convinced that he could shoot through the paigs leefore they
could approach.

Eugeo’s mind was calm, but still, he could not segp that tiny
flame of anger, languidly swaying in a corner of bbnsciousness.

—Integrity knight, you're the same as Raios and Heart You
are haughty, arrogant, and you believe yoursehi@ys be in the
right. You are convinced that you, justice incaen&iave absolutely
no chance of losing.

—But that is your own vanity. Just wait, | will...gre that to
you this instant!!

Pushed on by a rather foreign emotion, Eugeo chasg® the
grand staircase. It was after he got onto theftiivetsteps, just as his
right foot reached for the third.

The knight, standing on the landing slightly mdrart ten steps
ahead, removed his right hand from the face guarded it around
towards his back, and drew out steel arrows frajuiger. Every
remaining one, all at the same time.

The packed bunch of arrows that his right hand hirbbought
back numbered at least thirty no matter how onkddat it. Without
even granting enough time to question what he haudiain, the knight
nocked the entire bunch of arrows onto the strarghe longbow set
horizontal with his left hand.

“Wha...”
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Stopping his foot on the third step of the gramirsase, Eugeo
gulped. There ought to be no way that single slebdes/string would
be able to fire thirty arrows together at once.

A metallic, creaking noise reached his ears. Somgitold ran
down his spine upon noticing that was the steelv#stscreaming as
they endured a tremendous grip.

It appeared Kirito, who stopped on the right, haduted the
knight's intentions as well. It could be a bluff deain desperation, or
it could—

An increasingly violent creaking noise swept oh& tongbow
was heavily drawn back.

“—Jump back to the left!”
Kirito shrieked.

Binn! The air rang out, followed immediately witrsaapping
sound as the bowstring broke under the pressure.

But every single one of the thirty steel arrowsevigred out into
a radial pattern, pouring down onto the pair astlaall, silver storm.

Eugeo kicked off the stairs with such force thathwught his
right foot broke, pitching his body towards the.léfe laid the Blue
Rose Sword across the center of his body, protpdtin

The pair surely would have been riddled with hal¢lse knight
had no issue with his eyesight.

One arrow struck the Blue Rose Sword and was exgpalith a
shrill noise. One weaved through the right cufEofgeo’s trousers,
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one made a shallow cut at his left flank, and aaeed his left cheek,
tearing off several strands of hair.

Loudly crashing onto the ground, shoulder firsarfenade Eugeo
grit his teeth as he looked down at his own bodyerAconfirming the
lack of severe wounds, he turned his face towardsKvho jumped
towards the right.

“Kirito! You alright?!”

His black-haired partner lightly nodded with an eegsion that
went rigid as expected upon his hoarse shout.

“So... somehow. Looks like it went through the gaatween
my toes.”

He saw an arrow stuck in from the tip of Kirito&ftl shoe,
pierced through the sole, when he took a look. @/giving his
thanks to his partner’s reaction speed and godd kmgeo took a
deep breath of air.

“...That was dangerous...”
He murmured as he urged his numbed body to stand.

When he looked up at the landing, the integritygkiitruly
ceased motion this time round. The quiver on heklygas empty and
the longbow’s string, too, was broken and loosalggling. This was
truly what running out of options meant, with hmaAbbroken and
arrows spent. But the opponent was an integritghniso it would be
unacceptable to let one’s guard down, not to marthes was no
situation for pity.
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“...Let’'s go.”

His partner gave a subdued call and Eugeo seighisfoot onto
the stairs once again.

But Kirito instructed Eugeo, with his left handlisgiripping onto
the arrow extracted from his shoe.

“Wait... that knight’s reciting an...”
“Eh.”

Eugeo pricked up his ears in a fluster. As lonthayg weren'’t at
a distance where they could slash the enemy wsthgle hop, it was
imperative to generate the opposing element whestdrts reciting a
sacred art. He focused on the voice, warped intalhcemanner,
uttered from under the integrity knight's helmee ehanted rather
fast, but he caught it somehow, perhaps becausasenade to study
in that library room.

However, each and every phrase in that ritual veas to his
ears. He couldn’t adopt a countermeasure withaiptirase that
included generate, that determined the type of element.

“Crap, that’s...”
In that moment, Kirito’s voice came out in a gasp.

“This isn’'t an elemental attack. It's the «armamtitcontrol
art».”

Before those strained words could end, the integnight
shouted the final phrase lucidly.

“—Enhance armamefit!
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With a ‘po’ sound, orange flames were born at tvdiring’s
two torn and dangling ends. The flames consumeadhestring in
the blink of an eye and then something occurredrtbment they
reached the two tips of the longbow.

A deep crimson blaze swirled up from the entirepswgow.

A fervor that seemed enough to scorch one’s skiengbed to the
bottom of the stairs and Eugeo instinctively she€ldhis face. The
integrity knight standing at the landing drapedftames spurting out
from the bow around his whole body, looking as tiilohe was set
ablaze.

Eugeo was at a loss on what action to take, wetutterly
unforeseen development. Should he conclude thartiggat had no
offensive ability even after using the full contest, since those
arrows were already spent, and rush in? Or petiiapsnight spent
all the arrows on the attack just a moment agoussthey were no
longer necessary in the full control state?

Wondering which his partner saw it as, he tooleatthg glance
at the side and saw Kirito staring in wonder, vatien a faint smile
upon his lips just like a child, neither drawingckanor charging in.

“Now this is amazing... | wonder what’s the origintbft bow.”
“This isn’t any time to admire it.”

He felt like knocking against Kirito’s shoulder aafthabit, but
he held it back and looked up at the knight onceembhey could use
the full control art they recently learned as wildeal with the
opponent’s art ritual, but there was no doubt tieioside would not
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permit that. It was certain they would be attacketbre they finish
reciting the lengthy art ritual. If they were inuhd to use it, they
couldn’t possible complete it in time unless th&rted chanting with
the opponent.

With things developed this far, there was naughtdadapt to
the opponent’s moves; Eugeo resolved himself fenvtorst, but it
appeared the integrity knight intended for a resfot the time being
as well, raising his helmet’s visor with his rigtgnd while the
burning bow remained in his left.

His face wasn't visible, sunken within the shad@ast by the
flames, but Eugeo discerned an intense glint ireies that actually
reminded him of steel arrows. The voice that fokolwtoo, carried a
mechanical reverberation that made it seem unlikenaan’s.

“—It has truly been two years since | basked inftames of the
«Conflagrant Flame Bow» in this manner. | seepésiappear that
you do possess enough ability to exchange blows knight Eldrie
Thirty-one, criminals. However, that makes it mardorgivable. To
not engage in a fair and proper battle betweenhtsjdput to deceive
Thirty-one through those repulsive darkness arts!”

“Dar... darkness arts, you say?”

Kirito spoke from the side, as though he was taMmack. Eugeo
lost his breath for a moment too, then vehemetihok his head as
he shouted.

“Th... that’s not it, we haven’'t used darkness artaryything
like that! We were merely talking about Eldrie-$sfore he became
an integrity knight and...”
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“What, before he became an integrity knight!? \Wegnity
knights do not have a past of our own! We have wvweeen glorious
integrity knights since the moment we were summdnau the
Celestial World!!”

The steel-like, enraged words made the grand asartremble
and snatched Eugeo’s breath away.

According to the girl, Cardinal, all of the integrknights have
had their memories from before becoming one semahsxy. In other
words, this red knight before his eyes, too, sin@ieved
thoroughly that «he was summoned from the Celedtild».

It seemed possible to stir integrity knights intorest if their
original memories, blocked by that object callegpeety module,
were stimulated, but that was impossible when heweeven aware
of the opponent’'s name. In short, he couldn’t beohilized with the
same method as used in Eldrie’s case.

The knight let out a thunderous voice with heigbtéseverity in
the midst of the endless sparks scattered by tigblmw.

“I will not reduce the two to you to cinders asaswrdered to
capture you alive, but prepare yourself to havaramburnt away
with the Conflagrant Flame Bow now released asgausee! Try all
you wish, to see if those shoddy swords are capldipping
through these flames of conviction and reaching’me!

The knight placed his right hand approximately vehtée bow,
raised high, originally had its string set. Befexen allowing the time
to ponder if the gesture his fingertip adoptece lgkipping onto
something, meant—
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Intense flames surged out in front of the bow aadgformed
into a single arrow in an instant. Eugeo’s backtwmnd upon vividly
sensing an absurd amount of power contained witfahflame arrow
gleaming brilliantly.

“Guess neither breaking the bowstring nor runninggad arrows
mattered.”

Kirito sounded out a dull groan at his side, sgathered
strength into his jaw that seemed like it was abottemble and
quickly answered.

“Any plans?”

“He can’t shoot multiple times in a row, that’s mynch. I'll
stop his first attack somehow, so you go in forkitlée’

“Hunch, hey...”

—In other words, that meant everything was ovénat flame
arrow could be consecutively shot. However, evetmfas a single
shot, that was evidence enough to prove that ggssed enough
might to kill in one attack. wasn'’t it? Doubts ovew Kirito would
defend against an attack like that sprung up, lgek shrugged them
off and nodded.

“—Got it.”

Kirito would probably stop it if he said he coulthis was far
more realistic when compared to the absurdity of tlhopping down
the Gigas Cedar when he said he would.
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Perhaps interpreting the pair, returning to a stamith their
respective sword at the ready, as resolving thamsdbr the worst,
the integrity knight started to draw the invisisleing with an air of
composure.

The heat caressing Eugeo’s cheeks strengthenéefuithe
flames emitted from the longbow, apparently namedflagrant
Flame Bow, had already reached the landing’s cgdind were
scorching the marble black.

Kirito moved without warning.

With neither a war cry, nor a strong kick off thegnd, he
charged forth like a leaf from a tree swept awaydpd currents.
Late by a split second, Eugeo followed behind imatign.

Only a faint, blue light shone through his partadoosely
gripped fist as he ran up the steps, but Eugdmsticed. He
probably generated them in secret while the krigiivered his
speech, he had no doubt that was the radiancesent cryogenic
elements.

The knight finally drew the longbow to its end whéey
approached the halfway point of the twenty-stepscse.

An art ritual rapidly gushed out from Kirito’s mduat the same
time.

“Form element, shield shape! Discharge!

The number of elements that lined up and shot fiaeft fist,
sharply thrust out, was the maximum simultaneaug bf a single
hand, five. The blue points of light successiveansformed into
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large, round shields, starting from the frontmasij creating a thick
obstruction between Kirito and the integrity knight

A ferocious voice roared out from the knight’s motdr the
third time when he saw that.

“Don’t make me laugh! —Pierce through them!!”

The accumulated conflagration, that flame arrow—napuld
be more accurate to call a spear by now, fired amthmpact, the
howl bringing to mind a fire dragon’s breath.

The flame spear came into contact with the iceldid&ito
created after an instant of flight.

The first shield dispersed in a transient moméstfragments
immediately turning into vapor as well.

The second and third, too, were penetrated befieradise of
shattering reached his ears.

The fourth shield had its core, where the arrowcstr deeply
bent inwards, but as expected, it wasn’'t enoughdasykersed.
Looking through the final shield remaining, thenfla spear that drew
close to his eyes and nose dyed his vision brigght r

But still, Eugeo did not slacken his pace and cosd dashing
up the stairs. He couldn’t leave the partner, rlggfore his eyes,
charging forward savagely alone.

Eugeo gritted his teeth and caught sight of thedéiapear that
collided with the fifth shield in front, finally lking some of its
impetus, regardless of how little the reduction vi&sarks were
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violently thrown into the air when the it was urabbd break through
the barrier originating from its clashing elemeratitibute.

11 !?”

Eugeo’s eyes flashed wide open in that momenpgdeared like
the blazing spear beyond the semi-transparent adlecivanged its
form for an instant. The form, with a beak wide w@&d wings
spread out, was practically the same as a birdeyf.p

But without giving Eugeo even the chance to bledyntless
cracks surfaced on the final shield and it smash@dpieces.

A heatwave that denied him from even breathing thestended.
The flame spear, no, flaming bird that penetrabedugh every
barrier made a savage assault as though to cortsutewithin its
flames as well.

“Uooooh!!”

That was when a spirited yell finally surged owinfrKirito’s
mouth. He sharply thrust the black sword held swright hand
forward.

He’s not going to try slashing that giant birdhes Eugeo
wondered. However.

The sword Kirito extended straight forward traced a
inconceivable arc. It spun like a windmill, movihghtning-fast with
those five shining fingers acting as the pivot.

But that speed was extraordinary. It was unknowm aractly
those fingers moved, the blade rotated with morenerd@um than the
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eyes could follow, as if a semi-transparent bldukld had made its
appearance there.

The flaming bird’s head made contact with the sstifeld.

Dowaal!! That thunderous noise might have been it @pird’s
enraged howl—

The lethal blaze that smashed through five icesnads
shredded into over a thousand scraps by the rgthtade, scattering
away in a radial manner. But a few among thosetootexd Kirito’s
body, causing small explosions one after another.

Watching his partner’s body whisked into the aittamugh it
was repelled, Eugeo screamed.

“Kirito—!1"

Even while he was swallowed by the endless sp#ikiso
shouted back from the air.

“‘Don’t stop, Eugeo!!”

Shaking off his momentary indecision, Eugeo gldoediard.
Kirito would never stop and let a once-in-a-lifeimapportunity
escape in this situation. He had accomplished Wwaaaid he would.
So he would surely have to fulfill his own sidetioé deal.

Passing his partner, falling down on the right, @ubpapt up the
remaining steps.

Cutting through the remains of the blaze that elifin the air in
a single spurt, the landing where the knight stodtie way was
practically right before him.
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It must have been beyond the integrity knight'sestptions as
well, for that attack, that took all of his mighirthg the armament
full control art, to be repelled without inflictirgn injury. His actual
face still couldn’t be seen from this distance, lneisensed a hint of
surprise from within the helmet. There was no lorggeugh time to
draw the bow and fire another shot. As long as asmt armed with
a sword, by allowing him to close the distance,

—It’s your loss!

Eugeo brandished the Blue Rose Sword up high ttieg out
that silent cry.

“Don’t underestimate me, rascall!l”
The knight bellowed as if he heard Eugeo’s thoughts

The shade of surprise vanished in an instant and an
overwhelming fighting spirit enveloped the coppeleced heavy
armor. The left arm that held the burning longboaswaised high,
overhead, and the terrible flames gathered inisti®hce more.

“Doaah!!”

Alongside a scream that rippled the burnt air kimght’s left
fist lunged out in a straight line.

—What now!?

He had already launched into a slashing postutehbatithought
flashed through the depths of his mind for an mista

Normally thinking about it, both the range and poweuld be
higher on this side, when comparing the sword aedist. But the
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other side was standing in a favorable positionulthe
comparatively slender Blue Rose Sword be able sh fnack the fist
thrown from the integrity knight who was not onaflf but had the
advantage of being three steps above as well? &heuhvoid here
and attack again after climbing up to the landing?

No—

Kirito, a knight of the Aincrad-style who was Eugeteacher
while being his close friend, had once mentionesl th

—In this world, what’'s important is to put somefipiimto your
sword.

—You have to be the one to find what to put intorysword.

It was the same for the one who mentored Eugeqy@kasso-
senpai, the one who mentored Kirito, Sortilienapsgenand even the
haughty yet dishonorable nobles, Raios and Humthey, possessed
something that endowed their swords with power. Bugeo
personally felt he was still searching for one. &gy training piled
up more than anyone else and he understood vasemnst moves,
but he had yet to find something to put into hisxaword. It might
have even been something he might never find fafaternity, as
one who was not born as a swordsman.

Still. At the very least, he could not succumbhis integrity
knight’'s vigor and draw his sword back this partiacuime. After all,
the time for him to devote single-mindedly to swprdctice was
over. Eugeo had an unwavering objective now. Tairedlice,
turned into an integrity knight with her memoriéslien.
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——Alice.

Yes, that was all that mattered. He could do ngtlbat watch as
his childhood friend was taken away by a knightleat summer day
eight years ago; this time, he would save herdog.sHis proficiency
in swordsmanship, his knowledge in sacred artssipolg all of that
was for that purpose.

—Please, lend me your strength. | am still inexgered and
might not be cut out to be the master of a renovaveard like
yourself... But | can’t help but to go forward now!

While calling out within his heart, Eugeo firmlyftenis entire
body after taking a stance with the Blue Rose Sweid overhead.

A vivid blue light enveloped the faintly transluddsade.
Aincrad-style secret moveVerticabs.

“O... oohh!”

Guided by a keen intent, the sword lunged fortlieAce wind
noise, unique to secret moves, reverberated frenblédde as it
flashed through the air and clashed against tiegiity knight's
conflagrant left fist.

The shock wave of blue and red light coalescedont®
dispersed out in a circle, tearing up the red ddgie over the stairs
and the fabric hung on the walls. The fist and slwemained
unmoving in midair, still joined together.

Creak, creak; the armored gauntlet and sword ljaated
against each other. Eugeo exerted all his mighhiattempt to
complete the secret move, but the knight’s arm’didiake the
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slightest movement, as though it was a rock. Howeke opponent
didn’t seem to have much surplus composure eithéw groan
escaped from the insides of the helmet as he dhfseentire body
weight into his fist.

It was a stalemate, but one that lasted for shesmsls. The
flames released from the Conflagrant Flame Bowlstid in the
knight's fist started licking at the Blue Rose Sdiais well. The light
of the secret move that covered the blade flickasethough it could
not endure the heat. IMerticab> was interrupted here, it was certain
that the sword would be flicked away in an inst@mi he would
suffer from the scorching-hot attack head-on.

“GU... uh, o0o....I"

Eugeo mustered all of his physical and mental gtrem a bid
to swing the sword down. However, the flames camdttheir
intensification and the blade began to turn red-hot

He hadn’t paid attention to it until now, but thei® Rose Sword
possessed an ice elemental attribute accordirfgetesword’s
memories» he saw in the Great Library Room. As siietould be
weak against searing flames, its opposing elenagik keeping this
situation up for too long was quite capable of exdliag its Life to a
dangerous degree.

But at the same time, it ought to be possible gatethe
enemy’s flames with the sword’s element.

—You were tempered by the coldest blizzard in tloeintain
range at the edge since the creation of this world.
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—Don’t you dare lose to a sheer flame like this!
Perhaps responding to Eugeo’s cry—

An abrupt chill came forth, stinging not only hight hand,
holding the grip, but the left hand that suppotteipommel as well.
It surely was no hallucination. As proof, the mtoi@ roses carved
upon its guard were being covered in a pure whastf The frost
turned into thin tendrils, rapidly creeping up thlade, and scattering
away the licking flames.

The phenomenon did not end there. The pure whatéeiadrils
stretched out onto even the adjacent knight’sifashing down frost
to dispel the flames wrapped around the copperedlarmor...

“Nuhh...”

Perhaps due to the impossible chilly sensatiompargescaped
from the knight. Not missing the instant his opparseposture
faltered, regardless of how minor it was, Eugeeaséd the power he
stored up.

Gyaan! An ear-splitting noise swelled out, the sh®wung
down and repulsed the knight’s left fist.

However, the sword tip did not touch the enemy’dyho
unfortunately. The knight aimed at Eugeo, fruithesdashing the
sword straight down, and sent out his right fishaut a moment’s
delay. It wasn’t blazing, but suffering the rockdiimpact of that
strong fist would blow Eugeo away to the bottomiaf staircase
without any difficulty.

But.
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“I... eeaaah!”

Alongside that tempestuous yell, Eugeo’s swordmspup from
a sharp angle.

Slashing back with the Blue Rose Sword, heavien thlump of
steel of equivalent size, through physical strerbime, was
impossible regardless of how strong one was. Tlaeonly one
reason why it was made possible: it was a secrgerfrom a
swordsmanship style. Aincrad-style two-hits skiWertical Aro».

The blade that swiftly etched out a trail that rebked the sacred
letter, V', sliced through the integrity knightlsreastplate diagonally.
A few deep crimson drops scattered from the gasbdsinto the
copper-colored armor. The sword tip caught the Ik'sgflesh—~but it
was still shallow.

Even as the knight freed his upper body, he bracetégs and
leapt backwards. He would be granted the roonréatfiose flaming
attacks once again if the distance was widened kiEneever, there
was a compulsory brief period of rigidness aftexgesof any secret
move.

Kirito had told him to constantly think about howeliminate
that gigantic pause caused when using a secret.rof\emurse, it
wasn’t a problem if the slash hit, but there wasdhanger of suffering
from a fatal counterattack in the cases where & warded off,
dodged, or failed to stop the opponent’s movemigtgshis time,

The rigidness caused by secret moves was unprébeztiad
nothing could be done about it even if one was etipg it. He could
come up with methods to eliminate that delay, siwgtching with an
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ally or releasing a pre-generated wind elementeate distance
through wind pressure. But Kirito was blown awaye hall and
there wasn’t enough time to recite an art ritutdezi That brought the
methods remaining to one.

Eugeo mustered all of his physical and mental gtreto control
the movement of the Blue Rose Sword while it washentrajectory
of Vertical Arc’s second hit. He held the bladattbriginally should
have slashed up towards left, as though it wasatgab by his left
shoulder. The blue light covering the blade suddeahished due to
the excessive strength pumped in, but that didatt@n as the attack
itself had already ended.

The Blue Rose Sword stopped atop his shouldeapigte
knight harshly kicked off the ground. The landirfglee grand
staircase was wide, and he probably had the pléinmg yet another
blazing spear while Eugeo was petrified if he sadegl in retreating
to the wall's edge. There would have been no way¥fayeo to
defend if he permitted that.

The final method to break through the forced rigisk

That was to link a new secret move to a secret niBye
performing the activation stance of the next skitip the ending
stance of the skill used, the period of rigidnemslad be erased. It was
the secret move among secret moves that evenauléde Kirito,
could accomplish only half of the time, «connectakgls»—

Letting out a sharp breath of air, Eugeo hopedHerskill’s
activation with all his heart. Immediately aftdretsword vividly
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shone once again. His body leapt forth as if lukdid there. The
blade slashing down from the upper-left growled asew close to
the integrity knight. One-hit secret mov&lant.

At last, the knight’s two eyes opened wide withhatthelmet.

Neither the pain that assailed his right eye, hosé spinning
bright-red sacred letters made an appearance \abadldewvhen he
tried to slash Raios and Humbert. There wasn’t @mnindecision or
hesitation. The single notion of cutting an eneragalving of it set
Eugeo’s entire body into motion.

The Blue Rose Sword fiercely swung down straigtithat
knight's right shoulder. Following the metallic seifrom the
spaulder splitting apart, the dull and heavy impesatsmitted itself to
Eugeo’s right hand. The resistance he felt fromtiiely grasped
sword was unmistakably from slicing human muscié @mishing
human bones.

Inflicted with a deep gash reaching from his sheuld his
chest, the integrity knight was thrown onto hiskyam the ground.

“Goahh!”

The confined voice leaked out from beneath the Beand
immediately after, a massive amount of blood spluoiet from the
helmet’'s base, visibly redder than the copper-esl@mor.

This made it the second time he cut a human, bgeé&still felt
his breath stop for a moment. A sort of squeezamgation beset the
pit of his stomach upon noticing the feedback teatained on his
right hand, but he desperately forced it down.
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As though in agreement with Eugeo’s feelings, theeBrose
Sword emitted yet another intense wave of coldtarning all of the
blood that clung to the blade to frost and shakinag off, and it
returned to its usual state. The knight’s rightudtder was frozen pure
white when he looked, the dripping blood made asmall icicle.

“‘Guh...”

The integrity knight let out a low groan as he edi$is left hand
that still held onto the bow, trying to move it takds the wound.
Eugeo gathered power back into his right handrkét onto his
sword upon seeing that. He would have to slaslfailen knight once
more if the opponent began to recite sacred ags Aigh ranking
user would be able to use all of the sacred enerthe surrounding
air to restore Life, he would have to inflict a se¥ injury on his
mouth, slice his arm off, or perhaps, there wamethod to render
him powerless aside from taking his life.

However, it seemed the knight gave up on healiranupticing
his left fist was utterly frozen and unable todetof the bow that had
already lost its flames. Subtle movements withfthgertips were
necessary for elemental art rituals. Letting olara sigh with what
appeared to be a crooked smile, his arm fell dmitaground with a
crack.

Eugeo was at a loss on what to do now. The cloliipced by
the Blue Rose Sword did drive the enemy’s flameayauwut it
brought forth the effect of stopping his blood flaa well, by freezing
the wounds. The knight wouldn’t be able to fighy donger, but
neither would he die. The frozen left hand wouldtreeoner or later
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if left alone, and he might give chase after futgovering through
sacred arts.

The one who spoke first was the integrity kniglstEaigeo stood
still while chewing on his teeth.

“...Youngsters...”

Eugeo straightened his posture at that voice, kogasitill
holding onto its dignity, but the details it folled up with were a
little unexpected.

“What is the name of that secret move you firstus@”

He was puzzled for just a little, but Eugeo moveddny lips and
answered.

“...It's from the Aincrad style of swordsmanship,vaothits
skill, «Vertical Arcs.”

“Two... hits skill.”

Repeating his words, the knight stayed silent forcanent, but
soon resumed his questions.

“You there... what was the skill you used...?”

The knight’'s helmet made a slight motion, so Eugjgfied his
view towards the back for a sheer instant. Wheditiso, he saw
Kirito, burnt in various spots, slowly climbing tlséairs while
pressing down on his left arm and dragging histrigh along.

“Kirito... how are your injuries!?”
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When he answered in a panic, his partner gave & laagh.

“It's fine, | prevented most of the severe burndVlister Knight,
what | used was the Aincrad-style defensive sk#pinning Shield.”

Upon hearing that, the knight looked up at theirmgiwith a
crack from his helmet, then sunk back into silence.

The voice that flowed out several seconds laterwasbhed, like
he was addressing himself, rather than Eugeo arii Ki

“...I have always planned to search through the HuwWanid
from end to end... and whatever laid beyond that.. itappears
swords and skills unknown to me still exist withims world... —
Your skills are filled with the might from the acuulation of earnest
training. It was my mistake... to accuse the bothiaf of leading
Knight Eldrie into depravity through deplorablesart”

The integrity knight moved his head once more tisigthis
vision towards Eugeo from within the face guard.

“...Won't you... tell me your names?”

After exchanging a glance with Kirito, Eugeo cuidhated his
name.

“...Swordsman Eugeo. No family name.”
“I'm Swordsman Kirito.”

After nodding as though he was reflecting overrthames, the
integrity knight let out words that were even monexpected.
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“...Several integrity knights are awaiting the lotyafu on the
fiftieth floor of the cathedral, in the «Grand ddaor of Spiritual
Light». Not to capture you alive, but to eradicalieof your Lives and
to take your mortal lives... The next breath you tekélikely be
your last, the instant you choose to charge sttamgtiom the front
like you did earlier.”

“Hey... hey, mister, you sure it's okay for you toy smething
like that?”

Kirito interjected in slight bewilderment. But tkaight faintly
revealed what resembled a smile again and muttered.

“As long as | failed to accomplish Administratomsa's
command... My proof as a knight, this armor and sharstrument,
shall be confiscated and | will be penalized byngdrozen for an
indefinite period of time... —Please sever my Lifédre | suffer
such disgrace... with your own hands.”

The knight added on, looking at the speechless &cagd Kirito.

“There is no need for hesitation... after all... yourgnificent
sword skills have already brought forth defeat...”

They heard his name next—one enough of a shodpoEsigeo
from breathing.

“For me... For this integrity knight, Deusolbert Slyasis
Seven.”

It wasn't to the degree of faintly recalling it frosomewhere.
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That name was one deeply engraved upon Eugeo’srsmiul
fading away for even an instant, over these emgible years. It
encompassed a profound regret and despair, aldhganger
accompanying them.

“Deusol... bert? That time... you were...?”

Eugeo heard the voice squeezed out from his ovaatha
hoarse one that seemed to belong to someone else.

The color of his armor was different and integkityghts’ voices
took on a similar metallic echo with their helmeat so he hadn’t
actually noticed up until now, but still, in thadse, the knight who
laid collapsed before his eyes right now was theewwho once stood
before Eugeo’s eyes and—

Some sort of impact pushed Eugeo’s back and hedewodral
unsteady steps forward.

“‘Eugeo...?”

Kirito’s questioning voice barely made it to higgaHis upper
body stooped over, he peered at the face withiméfmet from up-
close.

Perhaps some sort of art ritual had been appligd@®helmet,
the knight's actual race was shrouded in darkness after the gap
was shortened to several tens of cen. Howevermphie clearly
perceive those two eyes that retained their sthe@gtn after that
huge quantity of Life was shaved off. They seemgith poung and
weathered, with sharp corners.

Moving his parched lips, Eugeo whispered in a gratone.
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“You said to sever... your Life...? It was a magnificenel,
you said...?”

His right hand convulsed uncontrollably while thiedRose
Sword still in his hand began to radiate an intastsk once again. A
white frost immediately wrapped around the intggkitight's armor,
right before the sword’s point.

Eugeo set loose the fervent mass that suddenlyesh@lit from
the depths of his stomach, threatening to everisahroat apart, in
a single breath.

“Binding! Binding up a girl of merely eleven in ana... and
hanging her off a flying dragon as you took herywasomeone like
you has absolutely no right to use such wordsss¢——

Eugeo raised the Blue Rose Sword up high with arssvgrip.

He wanted to stab through the mouth belongingéd<tight that
spewed those utterly unforgivable words all the wafjl the ground,
dissipating what was left of his Life at the samest

However, a severe and throbbing pain hinderedidind hand
from moving. What hurt was not his right eye, bumngwhere deep
within his chest. It was a sort of pain that fedtthough someone was
frantically trying to pull Eugeo back.

With the sword still held aloft, Eugeo, his bodgrbling
strongly, had his right arm—

Gently held back by Kirito’s left hand, reached &om right
beside him.
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...... Why, did you stop me, Kirito...”

Swaying in the maelstrom of his emotions, on thge®f losing
all sense of reason, Eugeo questioned his pattreeperson he
trusted over any and everyone else in the world.

Kirito stared hard at Eugeo with eyes stained wiffain he
personally endured, slowly shaking his head |edt aght.

“That mister has already lost his spirit to figlibu mustn’t turn
your sword onto an opponent like that...”

“But... but this person... this person was the one tauodk Alice
away... this person...”

Even while rebutting like a spoiled child, a par&ngeo’s mind
had already understood what Kirito was trying tp. sa

The integrity knights, too, were primarily nothingpre than
existences mobilized by orders from the Axiom Churorders from
the highest minister. The one who abducted Alice thia church
itself, a result of this world’s distorted law aodler.

But on the other hand, the urge to abandon theedgis
standpoint and mince the collapsed knight into eckidid not
disappear. The feelings of rage, powerlessnessyaticiled up
since that summer day were not of a degree capéblisappearing
simply by finding out about the contrivances behtimel world after
all that time.

Toppled wicker basket at his feet. Bread and chdekd by
sand. Ice melted by sunlight.
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Chains with a dull gleam constricting Alice’s bloee-piece
dress. And his two feet, immobile as though roogswgout from
them.

...Kirito—Kirito.

You would have probably tried to hack away at titegrity
knight and help Alice back then. You would have @ldreven
knowing that you would be arrested and sent foiaa t

But | couldn’t. Despite how Alice was my only friéna girl
more important than anyone else, | couldn’t do laimgt but watch.
Watch as this knight, collapsed before my eyes mghv, bound
Alice and took her away.

A storm of emotions, filled with such fragmentanptights,
swept through the entirety of his mind. The rigimhaestrained by
Kirito trembled, the sword brandished ever higher.

However, the words Kirito spoke while putting sgémninto his
left hand surprised Eugeo enough to make him frémza moment

“...I'm sure this mister doesn’t remember it. Abohéttime he
took your Alice away from Rulid Village... Not thaeHorgot it, but
that his memory was erased.”

“Eh...?”

Eugeo looked downwards at the collapsed knightis\aein
astonishment.

The integrity knight who hadn’t stirred the sligsit®it, even
with the Blue Rose Sword pointed at him, movedherfirst time

190



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 08 — Central Cathedral

upon receiving stares from the pair. Forcibly opgris left fist,
where the frost had finally thawed, he let go b# tong bow while
scattering ice fragments, and released the latttedielmet’s side
with his fingertips.

The helmet, constructed to appear menacing, opasnédtbugh it
split apart, front and back, peeled off the kniglitead, and fell with a
thud. What appeared was the face of a male whdheagery image
of perseverance, around the age of forty.

His hair, cut short, and thick eyebrows were areagied similar
to rusted iron. His high nose bridge and pursesliwpre straight like
a cut from a knife while the sharpness of his dyesight to mind
steel arrowheads.

However, his deep gray eyes alone revealed thestwrthin his
heart, wavering slightly. The thin lips moved ahd voice that
streamed out was completely different from whétid been until
now, a low tone with depth.

“...Itis... as that black-haired youngster had merdgahnYou
said | captured a young girl and took her away figiag dragon? |
have no recollection of carrying out such a deed.”

“No... no recollection...? It happened just eight yeags...”

Muttering in a daze, strength escaped Eugeo’s aghtwithout
his notice. Touching his chin as though he was saitikought with
the left hand that separated from Eugeo, Kiritcdkeponce more.

“Like | said, it was erased... your memories of theole deed,
from start to end. Mister... no, Knight Deusolbeduywere the
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integrity knight who protected the remote northexgion, north of
Norlangarth, am | correct?”

“...Indeed. The Northern Norlangarth Seventh Remagiéh
was... the region | oversaw. Yes... it was, until eigedrs ago...”

The knight’'s eyebrows strongly approached eachrpéizeif they
were trying to dredge something up from the deegesths of his
memories.

“And I... was bestowed this armor along with the doty
guarding the Central Cathedral... due to a greaeaement...”

“Do you recall what was that achievement?”

The knight could not give an immediate answer toté&s
guestion. His lips pressed together tightly, higfhsivandered about.
What broke the short silence were words from Kidhze again.

“I'll answer that for you. Your achievement was isd#ng out
Integrity Knight Alice Synthesis Thirty. At a smailllage at the ends
of the north, somewhere no one knew about frontémdral capital.
Even while the highest minister, Administrator,dited the
achievement of taking Alice to this tower to yohedad to erase all
memories regarding this incident from you... The oea®r that was
mentioned by you yourself earlier as well.”

Without anyone noticing, Kirito continued talking,a quickly
tone that was faster than both Eugeo and the ibtdgright, as
though he was speaking to himself.

“Integrity knights have no history, they were sunmad from
the Celestial World, after all; that's what youdsal hat must have
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definitely been what the highest minister taught yamediately after
you woke up as a knight. That’s why you have no s before
you became an integrity knight; that’s how she padgd you. But to
persist with that story, it would be a problem anly if integrity
knights had memories from their human lives renmagjnbut also if
they had memories concerning the birth of a knagide from
themselves. It would be chaos if a major crimir@l Yprought in
yourself appeared as a fellow knight the next after all...
Unexpectedly, there lies the highest minister'skness...”

Thinking through various things at a monstrous dp&#ito
began walking left and right while looking downwsard

With all of his will draining out from him when Heoked at his
partner’s state, Eugeo took a long breath whilengaknother look at
the male lying at his feet. When he did, IntegKtyight Deusolbert,
too, appeared to be sunk in his thoughts with akoéxpression.

It wasn’t like his rage and hatred vanished, btiisfmemories
regarding Alice were truly erased without a traw@had no choice
but to accept it—perhaps.

That all of the knights were nothing more than pswn
manipulated by that one who served as the highesster of the
Axiom Church, Administrator. That the hateful enewliyo stole
Alice from him, stole her memories from her, andtared her into an
integrity knight was all a single person, Adminasar.

Perhaps noticing Eugeo’s gaze looking down uporsaifm
Deusolbert’s eyes ceased wandering. The emotikely lswirling
within his chest were unreadable, but the voiceftbaved out from
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his lips was a complete stammer, a voice that nmagavant to
guestion whether he truly was the same personaasaimidable
opponent who stood before the pair, sheer minges a

“That shouldn’t... be possible... How could us integkhights
be denizens of the Human World like the lot of y&fore we were
appointed as knights...... ?”

Substituting Eugeo who was at a loss for wordsit&answered
again.

“The blood that flows from that wound of yours &r just like
ours, isn’'t it? And that time Knight Eldrie becasteange wasn'’t
because of some dodgy art cast on him either.dtlveaause we tried
to call back the memories stolen from him. ...Youluug be the
same as Eldrie as well. | don’t know whether yohieged victory at
the Four Empire Unity Tournament or held disdaintfe Taboo
Index, but you had your important memories stokedministrator
with loyalty towards the church planted in theiag#® and was made
Into an integrity knight. You mentioned that youwabe penalized
by getting frozen, but Administrator-sama wouldlgably be fiddling
with your memories during that and erasing your ime@s of this
conversation too.

I’d even bet on it.”

The way Kirito expressed it was blunt, but his woseemed to
include a sort of forlornness.

Perhaps the knight felt that as well, as he slaiehelids and
kept silent for a while, but he slowly shook histil@nce more.
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“I am unable to believe it. How could Her Eminenttes highest
minister... cast such an art upon...... ”

“But that’s reality. There ought to be somethinfy Vethin you
as well. An important memory from before you becamight, one
that cannot be wiped clean by any art ritual...”

When Kirito approached it from that angle, Deusdlsaddenly
raised his left hand up and stared at his burlgdia as he softly
murmured in a sigh.

“Ever since | descended into the Human World... | Alhys
seen this same dream, time after time... A petitel lsdnaking me
awake... and a silver ring worn on one of those fiage Yet when |
wake... there would no one...”

Deusolbert’s eyebrows squeezed together and hegégro
pressed his left hand down onto his forehead. &stared fixedly at
that scene, but soon muttered softly.

“You probably can’t remember any more than thatuyo
memories of the one who that hand and ring belohg&eas stolen
by Administrator...”

Keeping silent for a moment, he returned the loddaack
sword in his right hand back to its sheath on dfiedf his waist with
a clink.

“...You decide what to do from now on. Whether tairatto
Administrator’s side to receive your punishmenttaheal up your
injuries and chase after us... or maybe...”
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Cutting short there, Kirito took several steps tosahe
staircase that stretched upwards from the riglet sfidhe landing.
Standing still there, he turned over his shoulader laoked Eugeo in
the eye.

—Wasn't that enough?

His black eyes spoke thus. Eugeo turned his eyear tis the
integrity knight, collapsed on the ground with &yses shut, another
time. He slowly raised the Blue Rose Sword in lghtrhand—and
aligned its tip to the sheath on the left of hissyagently dropping it
in.

“...Let’'s go.”

Taking his place beside Kirito, he curtly spoke #&mely began
walking towards the ascending stairs together.

It was unknown which choice Integrity Knight Deuseit
Synthesis Seven would pick, but at the very leasgemed it
wouldn’t be the one to chase after the pair.

196



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 08 — Central Cathedral

Part 2

The sound of the pair’s soles kicking off the marstairs
reverberated alone for a short period of time.

Without that, the surroundings were engulfed ifense,
piercing enough to hurt one’s ears. There shoula ¢peeat number of
ascetics and their apprentices living in the AxiGhurch’s giant
tower, to the extent of Eugeo’s knowledge, but tidat sense nothing
close to human presence, no matter how hard heestrlis ears or
focused his eyes.

Additionally, the sight that greeted him each n&off he
climbed up—a rectangular hall with corridors sthaig towards the
left and right, doors lined up in identical intelsyralong them—was
practically indistinguishable, giving him the impston that an
illusory art had been placed on them unnoticed,ingathem ascend
and descend the same staircase over and over again.

He wanted to try entering one of the corridors apening a
nearby door to ascertain that was not the caseihtd silently kept
up his constant pace in front, so he told himsetfta get distracted.
If Deusolbert’s words proved true, even strongemaies would be
awaiting them on the fiftieth floor of the catheldisomewhere a little
higher on this staircase.

Gently touching the grip of his beloved sword swayat the left
of his waist, the moment Eugeo tried to shake awsydle thoughts,
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Kirito’s feet came to an abrupt stop immediatelfobe reaching the
landing.

Turning around with a serious expression, he spolea tense
tone, going,

“Hey, Eugeo. ...... Which floor are we on now...?”
“Hey... hey now.”

After an instinctive, slight stumble, Eugeo brealthesigh, shook
his head, and dropped his shoulders, all at the sane.

“It's the twenty-ninth floor next. | thought it mig have been the
case, but to think you really weren’t counting.”

“Don’t you think it would only be proper to havedr indicators
on the staircase, normally?”

“That might be true, but you still ought to havdioed it after all
this time!”

Tuning out Eugeo’s gesture as though it didn’'t @ndim,
Kirito leaned his back onto the landing’s wall walhump.

“Nonetheless, we’re still that far, huh... | thouge went pretty
high up too... I'm getting hungry...”

“...Well, you aren’t alone on that one.”

Close to five hours had already passed since tleeg Wweated to
that luxurious breakfast at Cardinal’s Great LigrRloom. Solus was
approaching the center of the sky from what coeléd¢éen through the
long and thin window, and with how they climbed niefive floors,
which would be a thousand steps, on top of gethngugh a single,
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intense battle, it was only unavoidable that thbeudies were
demanding replenishments.

Nodding to Kirito’s words, Eugeo followed up by boig his
right hand out without reserve.

“So, hand over one of those in those trouser pscket

“Eh... no, these are, well, for emergency use, so...ouf¥eyes
are unexpectedly sharp, huh.”

“There’s no way | wouldn’t have noticed with howsed those
are, right?”

Kirito thrust his hand into his right pocket witthat seemed like
resignation on his face, before taking two steammagjuu out and
tossing one of them. Upon catching it, the savooyra provoked his
stomach despite the sizable time that had passed ey left the
library room.

“It got burnt a little with that old man’s blaziragtack.”
“Ha-Hah... so that's why. Thanks for the food.”

The manjuu was created by Cardinal via a high ramkacred
art, so that meant it was originally pages frontecmus, old book,
but Eugeo closed his eyes to that fact and bititntde momentarily
savored the crunchy grill marks on its skin andyuground meat
filling in a trance.

The modest lunch was finished in sheer tens ofres;d-ugeo
licked his fingers and breathed a short sigh. Thexe still a
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suspicious lump in Kirito’s left pocket, but he ddsd to leave that
alone while calling out to his partner who finishesting.

“That was good. —So, what'’s the plan from now one’lW
reach the fiftieth floor in question if we climbrfanother thirty
minutes, but... are we going to charge in from tioaf?”

HNn...”
Kirito mussed up his hair as he groaned.

“That’s right... —We found out just how scary an iy
knight can be earlier, but judging from what | sawhe battle
between you and that old man, rather than those gaibeing used
to consecutive skills, they really don’'t have arperience with them,
| guess. | want to believe that we have a chanearwfing if we
bring it into a one-on-one close-range fight. Bexeral of them there,
not to mention how they’re fully prepared and amaitus, that would
be hard to set up.”

“Then... let’s give up on going in from the front asearch for
another route?”

“I wonder about that. Even Cardinal declared thet grand
staircase was the only route and even if we fouselcaet passage,
there’s still the danger of getting caught in acpmattack before
long... | hope to defeat the knights on the fiftiéidor without
heading for another floor, somehow. So that wouiddous to having
to use our trump card, but we have the time togneefhat draggy art
ritual, thanks to the warning that old man gavé us.

“I see... The «armament full control art»...”
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When Eugeo muttered it, Kirito nodded with a comple
expression.

“I'm worried about using it in an actual fight wadhbt practice,
but wasting our swords’ Life on a trial shot atlage like this would
just be... We’'ll use the full control art togetheefdwe we rush onto
the fiftieth floor and try to render as most kngpbwerless as
possible...”

“Aah, there’s something | have to say about thatfd”
With just a little awkwardness, Eugeo cut into it$ words.

“That is... It doesn’t feel like my full control awtill be a high
impact direct attack like the integrity knight'silskearlier.”

“Eh... r-really?”

“You see, the one who wrote the art ritual for nesvCardinal...
that said, the one who thought up the type of skalé me, but still.”.

Kirito tilted his head as he spoke to Eugeo, hismuus full of
excuses.

“Well, try reciting the art ritual for now. Withouhe opening
line.”

“Y-Yeah.”

He rapidly chanted the art ritual as he was tolavith the
«system call omitted. Kirito, who listened with his eyes shugnt
against expectations and smirked after Eugeo reatieeending line,
“Enhance armameht
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“So that’s it. True, it can’t quite be called offeve, but it's
useful enough, depending on how it's used. Ane@sh’'t seem to go
too badly with my full control art.”

“Oh? What's your skill, Kirito?”
“That's something for you to look forward to.”

Eugeo lightly scowled at Kirito, saying out a glilve. However,
his partner combed his forelocks upwards with apused face,
leaning his back onto the wall once more.

“Well, | can’t call it a real strategy, but let'®gvith it. First, we
chant the armament full control art before we changto the fiftieth
floor, letting it standby before activation. Uparshing in and
confirming their positions, you hit them with yoskill first, then |
will. If everything goes well and the enemies aa¢hgred in the same
place, we might even render all of them helpless.”

“Might, that is.”

He agreed doubtfully, but to be honest, Eugeo didave a plan
of his own. He couldn’t help but admit his parthad a better
aptitude for making a plan with all factors counte@nd he was
frankly thankful for being able to chant the attial before the battle,
with his lackluster confidence is reciting it quick

“...Then, let’'s go with that. First, | will...”

As he spoke, Eugeo casually turned his vision tde/éne left, at
the stairs continuing to the cathedral’s twentytmithoor.

And he opened his eyes wide in amazement.
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Two petite heads were peeping out from the railisgadows,
their four eyes staring intensely in their direntio

The instant the eyes met with Eugeo’s, the two sidacked in
like a flash. But as he gazed on, speechlessh\hd¢hds appeared once
again, their still-innocent pair of eyes blinkingadily.

Realizing something had happened, Kirito traceddsigysight
and after leaving his mouth agape like him, hethatly asked.

“Who are... you two?”

With that, the two heads met each other, noddegnie, and
nervously revealed their entire figures.

“Ki... kids...?”
Eugeo muttered, unthinkingly.

The ones who stood on the floor above were twes gidd in the
exact same ink-black clothes.

Their age appeared around ten. He felt a tingesfatgia, for
the plain black clothes were greatly similar to tekgious habit
which belonged to Selka, Alice’s little sister, wétnidied at the
church in Rulid.

However, unlike Selka, the girls wore short-sworah an
overall length of around thirty cen on their gréstts. A moment of
wariness welled up, but he immediately noticedamdy their blade,
but their grips as well, were made from a reddisleav The hue was
unusual, but it was likely similar to the woodernosus granted to
children aiming to become swordsmen.
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The girl on the right had her pale light brown haitwo braids.
Her droopy-looking eyebrows and eye corners gavengression of
meekness. Contrasting that, the girl on the ledt liner straw-colored
hair in a short cut, her two eyes accented upwardssolve.

As Eugeo and Kirito stared in silence, the one tdok a step
forward was the spirited, strong-minded girl on ldfe as expected.
Taking in a deep breath of air, she suddenly bagsaif-introduction.

“Erm... I'm-I'm Fizel, a sister apprentice of the Axiom Church
And this girl here is also a sister apprentice...”

“Li... Linel.”

The pair’s childish voices ended on a quavering no¢rhaps
due to their uneasiness. Eugeo showed a smile neegdssure them
and immediately realized he was seen as hostihsidering they
were sisters of the church, even if they were afiffrentices.

However, the words spoken by the girl who callexsékt Fizel
were more straight to the point than Eugeo coulat lexpected.

“So... are the intruders from the Dark Territory sopgd to be
the two of you?”

“Hah...?”

Kirito’s and his face instinctively met. His partn&o, was
unable to come to a decision on how to handlesihistion. His lips
flapped endlessly with his eyebrows knitted, arehtbwiftly moved
and sunk behind Eugeo’s back.

“I'm bad with kids. I'll leave this to you.”
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Being told that from behind, he thought to whisfidrat’s
unfair!” back, but hiding behind Kirito wasn’t gaipossible now.
Looking at the two girls on the floor above, he gavstifled reply.

“Er... erm, well... we ought to be humans from the Hama
World, but... the part about us being intruders isllwiot exactly
wrong, | guess...”

This time, the children huddled their foreheadstbgr upon
hearing that and began to exchange words in husieds. They
were soft, but still audible with how the surroumgs were far too
silent.

“What's with that, they just look completely likeimans on the
outside, Nel. They don’t have any horns or tails.”

The one who said that, unsatisfied, was FizelgtHavho
seemed strong-minded. The girl named Linel argussi falteringly.

“I-I only said what was written in the books. Yoe'the one at
fault for thinking they would really have them, Zel

“Hmm, still, they might just be hiding them. Mayle can tell if
we get closer?”

“Eeh, but they just look like normal humans. Butt's possible
that they might have fangs...”

The charming conversation reminded Eugeo of the twi
daughters of the Wolde farm where he once freebatleand his lips
truly went slack this time round.
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If Kirito and himself were kids of that age and haluout there
were intruders from the land of darkness nearlsrethvas a high
possibility they would go and sneak a peep liks.tAs a result, they
would probably receive a harsh scolding from tfeiners and the
village chief.

Eugeo instantly became worried, having thoughhat.t
Wouldn’t the two girls be punished later for comingp contact with
rebels against the church? He figured he wasrahinsituation to
hold that concern, but still felt that he had tea

“Hey... won'’t they get mad at the two of you for tal§ to us?”

Upon hearing that, Fizel and Linel promptly closleeir mouths
and following that, put on smug smiles. Fizel an®adelooking just a
little jubilant. The politeness in her speech wagsing unnoticed.

“All of the brothers and sisters and their appreggiwere
ordered to lock the door to their own rooms andgmbut since this
morning. So that means that even if we went to takmok at the
intruders, there’s no worry of anyone finding out.”

“Ha-Hah...”

Somehow, it seemed exactly like a reasoning Kwitald come
up with. He could even practically picture in higach how they
would get found in the end and scolded.

The two girls went into some discussion once adaihLinel
was the one who spoke out this time.

“Ermm... are you two of you really not monsters frtdm Dark
Territory?”
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“Y-Yeah.”

“Then, I'm sorry, but could you allow us to takelaser look at
the two of you...? At, erm, your foreheads and téeth.

“Eeh?”

Losing his calm at the unforeseen request, Eugaacgt
behind, but not only did Kirito not send any aid tiay, he even
feigned ignorance with his head looking elsewhErgeo reluctantly
nodded to the girls.

“...Well, if that’s all, | don’t have a problem witk...”

Being unable to refuse in this situation was patthg to his
nature, but there was his desire to prove he waguwar human
despite being a rebel going against the churchdapénding on the
circumstances, it might even be possible to gdormation on the
cathedral’s interior from the pair.
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Fizel's and Linel’s faces sparkled and they trodedn the
stairs, their gait entwined with curiosity and ¢ant Their feet
stopped upon reaching the landing, their blue aegl gyes pointing
fixedly towards him.

Eugeo leaned over, combing up the hair on his adwith his
left hand as he bared his teeth for them to see chiidren stared at
Eugeo for close to ten seconds without blinkinghgle time, before
they finally nodded, apparently satisfied.

“He’s human.”
“He is, isn’t he?”

Such a pronounced disappointment appeared on ihe faaes
that he couldn’t help but to break into a wry smileoking at Eugeo
doing that, Linel inclined her head to the side.

“But if the two of you aren’t monsters from the [Rdarerritory,
why would the Central Cathedral believe that the tfryou are
intruders?”

‘E-Erm...”

Even while thinking it would be a turn for the woosie way or
another, he figured there wasn’'t any need to hidéer all that had
already came to pass and answered honestly.

“...A long time ago, a female friend of mine was taleavay by
an integrity knight. So, | came here to take hekba

This, in particular, must have been hard for ar@sapprentice,
who would normally believe firmly in the Axiom Chalr's sense of
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justice, to accept. He expected expressions otidisgnd dismay to
show up on those young faces, but contrary to thatgirls simply
nodded curtly. The girl with straw-colored hairzé€l, spoke with a
slightly disgruntled face.

“So that’s it. That was a pretty normal reason.”

“N-Normal?”

“There were a few cases of people setting up itegt@against
the church when their family or lovers were takemay, recorded in
the past. The two of you are probably the firsa¢tually get in here
like this, though.”

Following on, Linel picked up the flow from the sid

“Not to mention how they said you cut the spirdfirchains and
escaped when you got imprisoned once, and thatparit managing
to defeat two integrity knights too, which madensgst here, thinking
there were definitely monsters of darkness... maylea @ genuine
darkness knight launching an attack. But to thiald were just
normal humans...”

The kids exchanged looks and went, “Is this enotughd “It is,
right?”, as they lightly nodded to each other.

Linel, who looked at Eugeo once more, tilted healsimead as
her pigtails swayed.

“Then, last of all, could you tell us your names?”

There were more that | wanted to ask, though, Etlggaght as
he replied.
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“I'm Eugeo. The one behind’s Kirito.”
“Hmph... you don’t have a family name?”

“Ah, yeah. I'm a child of the pioneers, you see. ould it be the
same for the two of you too?”

“No, we have one.”

Cutting off there, Linel grinned widely. A brighitherubic one—
a smile like her cheeks were stuffed with deliciseu®ets.

“My name is Linel Synthesis Twenty-eight.”

Eugeo couldn’'t immmediately deduce the meaningtaate
possessed.

At once, a cool chill could be felt at his abdonaen Eugeo
turned his vision downwards.

Eugeo wasn’t sure when it was drawn out from thg bat the
short-sword gripped in Linel’s right hand had ifsgunk about five
cen into his body.

It appeared to be only a wooden sword when wolrembelt,
but it seemed what he truly thought was the bla@es, a wooden
scabbard. The real blade drawn out from there wasgvaoden. It was
a murky-green, unfamiliar metal. Its surface caubghtsunlight
shining in from the window and gleamed as thougtai$ wet.

HEu . !11

Was that short utterance Kirito’s voice? Turning hgid neck to
the back, he saw his partner frozen, with his rfigbt a step forward.
Fizel, who was beside Linel a sheer instant belwass, now standing
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diagonally behind Kirito, with that same green savthrrust into that
black coat. The shape of her mouth that made upsthéde was the
same spirited one as earlier, just as jubilant.

“—And, I'm Fizel Synthesis Twenty-nine.”

The short-swords were drawn out from Eugeo’s anmdd<s
bodies at the same time. Fizel and Linel gave wurds a flick faster
than the eye could see and shook off the red httehly, then neatly
stored them in their respective scabbards.

The chill creeping in from the injury in his abdomspread
throughout his body in an instant. The placesfte@zing coldness
assailed went numb one after another.

“You... two... inteqgri... ty...

Right after he forced out those words somehowtdmgue went
numb and he was completely petrified.

His knees gave away without warning and Eugeo drdpp the
floor like a stick. His chest and left cheek hepeilashed onto the
marble, but pain, as well as his entire senseuafitowas absent.

Immediately after, Kirito tumbled over with a thud.
Poison—

Eugeo realized, though it was already too late,taad to think
up of a countermeasure.

He had generally studied about forms of poisonature and
their antidotes from the Master Sword Academy’suexs. However,
all of those were only measures for cases whemaseaffected by
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poison from plants, snakes, or insects, not ingmaon for getting
attacked by venom in the midst of battle like this.

That was only natural. Battles were competitionsadbr and
grace where the academy, no, the Human World wasecned, so an
act like adding venom to weapons would have baestlgt
prohibited. He heard that even the young noble, released a
venomous insect and tried to hinder Eugeo andd<irdm taking part
In the Zakkaria Swordsmanship Tournament, didn’agdar as to
coat his sword with poison in the match with Kirito

As such, the knowledge Eugeo possessed were devitleof
knowing what type of herb to apply when stung byneaspecific
venomous insect. Even if he were to discover whatnt of venom
the girls used, there weren’t any vegetation arpieicalone
medicinal plants. The final method was to try cgrimmself via
sacred arts, but the usage of art ritual was impleswith his hands
and mouth paralyzed.

In other words, if this venom did not merely rob hbdy of its
freedom, but was one that constantly reduced liesds well, both of
their lives would be extinguished before they gaiflay up the
Central Cathedral.

“You don’t have to be so scared, Eugeo-san.”

Integrity Knight Linel Synthesis Twenty-eight’s wai suddenly
trickled down from overhead. Perhaps due to thewes influence,
but he heard the sweet voice somewhat distortetthoagh he was
underwater.
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“It's just paralyzing venom. In the first placegtbnly difference
Is whether you die here or on the fiftieth floor.”

The click-clacking of her footsteps sounded out arstnall,
light-brown shoe jumped into Eugeo’s vision as émained
immobile with his left cheek stuck to the grounché! lifted her right
foot, and then placed its end atop Eugeo’s heddbwitreserve,
moving it here and there as though she was segrétirsomething.

“...Hmm, so there really weren’t any horns.”

Moving her foot to his back, she endlessly tramplpdn its two
sides.

“No wings either, huh. Zel, what about your side?”
“This one’s just a human too!”

Likely having examined Kirito the same way outsidénis sight,
Fizel responded unhappily.

“Ah-ah, and | was hoping to finally see a monstent the Dark
Territory too.”

“Well, it’s alright. If we drag these two to thdtfeth floor and
cut their heads off in front of those lame peopé&ting there, we
should be able to get sacred instruments and figragons too. Then
we can fly over to the Dark Territory and look la¢ real ones all we

want.”

“Yep. Right, Nel, let's see who's the first oneget a darkness
knight's head!”
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Even after all of that, Fizel's and Linel's voioasre the very
likeness of innocence and Eugeo thought that thdenost
unnerving part of it all. How could children likeegse little girls
become integrity knights—no, before that, why wibiese children in
the cathedral?

Eugeo could not see when Linel, who was in frorttiof, drew
her sword. Fizel’s agility, having defeated Kinidno was a distance
away easily, was even more horrifying.

However, combat skill was not something that waomigrove
without long years of practice and the experierfcactual life-and-
death battles. The reason why Eugeo could freaidleahe Blue
Rose Sword, a sacred instrument, could have beetodchis
experience in patiently swinging an axe at the &@adar, but Kirito
said driving away the goblin group at the northeae played a
major part.

But Fizel and Linel were around ten years old, ratter how he
looked at them, and it seemed they haven'’t expeeigian actual fight
against the Dark Territory monsters, accordinghertwords.

In that case, through what means did they masear blodily
movements and sword handling, which were faster tha eye could
follow?

However, Eugeo did not let out a single sound abwiswirling
doubts within his heart.

It seemed the venom had circulated within his eriwdy, with
the sensation of the floor’s coldness or the pres@nh his own body
disappearing before he knew it. Linel's small hgrabbed Eugeo’s
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right ankle and the he noticed he was being dragg@t) when his
vision spun around.

Desperately shifting his eyeballs that could hardiye that
much towards the left, he spotted Kirito being diedyalong like
baggage as well. The paralysis likely reacheddus fike Eugeo, as
his partner’'s expression was blank.

The two young integrity knights dragged Eugeo amad
along, the Blue Rose Sword and black sword stthivitheir belts,
and began going up the stairs without a care. Tieads were
violently lifted and dropped each and every staploéd, but as
expected, there was no sense of pain.

He had to find a plan to escape this crisis, butges because
the paralyzing venom assailed even his spirit, Bugmild sense
nothing but a parched emptiness around himself.

He had resolved himself to fight the Axiom Churbbt even he
didn’t think they would have carried out such difesddhanipulation
on such children of tender years, molding them integrity knights.
And the humans living in this Human World believadt it was the
symbol of absolute goodness and harmony. For hdsdkyears.

“You think it's weird, don’t you?”

Linel’s voice suddenly reached his ears, faint kdag
accompanying it.

“Why did children like these became integrity khtg?’, right?
You're going to get killed soon enough, so I'llitgbu.”
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“Nel, isn’t there no point in talking if we’re kihg them? You're
eccentric as always.”

“Don’t you think going all the way up to the fiftie floor is
boring? —Eugeo-san, we were born and raised hethid cathedral.
We were made by the brothers and sisters in thertander orders
from Administrator-sama, you know. For her «restiio:» sacred art
experiments that can recover Life that had beerptetely lost.”

The words coming out from her mouth were unbeligvab
horrifying, but Linel’s voice remained cheerful uinbhe very end.

“It seems children outside receive their sacrek v@sen they're
ten, but we were given them at five. Our job wamtader each
other. We were given a sword like a toy, far smmahen even this
venomous sword, and made to pair up and stab éaeh™o

“You sucked at stabbing, didn’t you, Nel. | couldstand how
much it hurt each time.”

Linel responded, unsatisfied, at Fizel's voice te#med to have
mixed in.

“That was because of your weird movements, ZelthtAk you
two would know after defeating two integrity knighbut humans
don’t die so easily, do they, Eugeo-san, Kiritos#is the same even
for kids at merely five years old. Even as we pleicwith the need
to kill each other quickly, we blindly slashed atdbbed until finally
reducing each other’s Lives to zero, but Administrasama would
just resurrect us with sacred arts...”
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“And resurrection totally didn’t work out at theast too, right?
The kids who died normally were still lucky; thevere some that
exploded into pieces or some that turned into weintpbs of meat or
some that became different people when revivedemethere?”

“Even if it was supposed to be our sacred taskglr’t want to
be pointlessly hurt and revived either. We trietivarious ways and
noticed that getting killed in one hit as cleandypmssible hurt the
least and had high chances of resurrection. Buisthgle hit’s the
hard part, though. It had to be extremely fast@ndoth, either a stab
to the heart or slashing off the head.”

“And we succeeded in that at around seven, | thilvle?
practiced all the time while the other kids weregling, after all.”

There was utterly no sign of his senses returbogshivers still
assailed Eugeo, like goose bumps rising over hiseelnody.

The reason why Fizel and Linel acquired their frggiing
physical techniques.

It was from killing each other without end over mamars, or so
the girls were saying. Day after day, they swurgrtbwords thinking
about how to sever their friends’ lives best.

Certainly, with the accumulation of such experiencmight be
possible to master the skills to be conferred t&tipn of an
integrity knight even as a child. But on the othand, these two have
definitely lost something essential.

Linel continued in the same cheerful voice evenhes
incessantly ascended the grand staircase.
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“It was around the time we became eight years d¢ldrw
Administrator-sama gave up on the resurrectioe@greriments. It
looked like perfect resurrection was impossibléhim end. Did you
know? When your Life becomes zero, loads of whitevas of light
rains down and, how do | say this, the insidesoafrynead get shaved
away bit by bit. The kids who had their importaatts shaved away
don’t come back the same even if their Life wasoresl. There were
countless times when | lost the last few days aharées when
revived. —As a result, the thirty of us at the sbeacame just Zel and
me at the end of the experiments.”

“That big-headed elder told us who survived to d®our next
sacred task, so we said that we wanted to becamgrity knights.
He got mad when we said that, saying that the riyeknights were
guardians of order summoned from the Celestial Woyl
Administrator-sama; that they weren’t somethinddsien like us
could become. And then it ended up as a match sigdi@ novice
integrity knights at that time. ...What were thosggunames?”

“Erm... Something-something Synthesis Twenty-eigltt an
Twenty-nine.”

“Look here, Nel, I'm asking for that something-sdhirg part.
Oh well, that face the elder had when we cut tlemsegant brothers’
heads in one slash was strange, huh?”

Stopping her words there, the girls merrily laugfada while.

“...And, upon finding out the result, Administrataarea made
us integrity knights as a special case. Replat¢iagwo who died. But
she said we lacked the knowledge to take up defdumseike the

219



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 08 — Central Cathedral

other knights, so we had to be taught about thealagvsacred arts for
another two years as sister apprentices... honéslyst annoying.”

“When we were discussing over how we could genflyi
dragons and sacred instruments quicker, the wathatgunderlings
of the Dark Territory invaded the cathedral cameyou see. Both
Nel and | went, ‘This is it"". We thought that ifexcaught the
intruders and executed them faster than the otlghts,
Administrator-sama might make us into official Kmig, so we waited
at the stairs.”

“I'm sorry about using poison. But we really wantedoring
Eugeo-san and Kirito-san to the fiftieth floor dgsible... Ah, please
don’t worry. We’'re super good at killing, so it wohurt.”

It seemed the two girls couldn’t wait for the morntrey cut
Eugeo’s and Kirito’s necks in front of the defetise of integrity
knights on the fiftieth floor any longer. Their d&ily strides became
increasingly light, climbing the stairs astonishynguick despite
dragging their prey along.

Although he had to think up of an escape plan sameEugeo
could do naught but listen to what the pair talebdut in a daze.
Even if his mouth wasn’t paralyzed, he believedas utterly
impossible to make these children change their snincbugh words.
The two of them probably don’t even possess theeothof good and
evil. All the girls obeyed was the orders from tdme who
«manufactured» them, the highest minister, Admiatet—

After they turned for the umpteen time, the celliafiected in
Eugeo’s opened eyes changed from the sole of tktflner’s
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staircase to a level surface. The staircase lidielg’'t continue
because they had finally reached the fiftieth fldwat divided the
cathedral into two.

Fizel and Linel stopped their feet and exchangesf larords,
“Let’'s go” and “Yeah”, with each other.

There were several minutes until that green swever®d his
neck—no, there were probably only seconds. His @babywved no
sign of his senses returning at all and his fingemvouldn’t move the
slightest bit no matter how much he wished it.

The ceiling was far higher than it had ever beewals probably
twenty mel high at least. The marble canopy fawvaboolorfully
depicting a likeness of the three goddesses okvttel’s creation and
their devotees, drew an arc. The columns that stggbthe canopy,
too, were adorned with countless sculptures, Selight lavishly
pouring down onto them through the windows insthida the left and
right. It was a somber scene, one fitting of themea«Grand Corridor
of Spiritual Light».

The two girls dragged Eugeo and Kirito along anofive mel
and their feet stopped there. His body spun heifcke with the force
of his right foot thrown out and Eugeo could figadkee through the
entire grand corridor.

It was dreadfully wide. Likely using up all of tifleor area for
an entire cathedral floor, the flooring made fraongs of different
hues appeared hazy at the corners in the white Wgtleep-crimson
carpet spread straight towards the wall furthesnhfthe entrance, a
grand door that seemed practically built for gidotgering at the end.

221



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 08 — Central Cathedral

There was no mistake the stairs continuing to the floor were
beyond that door.

And— Far in front of the door, in the center of teeridor,
several motionless knights clad in full body arnexuding an air of
intimidation that let no one pass as they stodddalld be seen. Four
lined up at regular distances. One a little in frointhem.

Every one of the four behind were uniformly equighe armor,
gleaming silver, and a helmet with a cross cut intbhe same attire
Eldrie wore. Their weapons, too, were the sameelatgaight swords
thrust into the floor, their two hands placed fiynoh its pommel.

The one in front had armor with a significantlyfdrent design
from the four behind. It was completely tinged watinefined orchid
radiance and noticeably more sophisticated as whllg a slender
sword that seemed specialized for thrusting shilisg at the waist.
What that knight wore could be considered light@rnbut the other
four were no comparison for the density of res@wenating from
there. Eugeo couldn’t see what laid inside thamie¢imodeled after
the wings of birds of prey, but he believed theeswo possibility
that the knight was inferior to Deusolbert.

These were the five integrity knights that formed a
insurmountable barrier to their aim of the higHexsir.

But the ones who were a bigger threat to Eugealskanto’s
lives at the present moment were the two childtanding right
before their eyes.

Triumphantly bending their backs, covered in tramphscetic
clothes, Linel and Fizel confronted the five knght
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“—My, if it isn’'t Deputy Knight Leader Fanatio Sym¢sis Two-
dono here.”

Linel first announced in a cheerful voice.

“It appears the elder must have been rather alaasedell, to go
to the bother of sending «Heaven Piercing Swordwata-dono here.
Or perhaps you are the one panicking here, Fasatma? | suppose
you couldn’t bear to have «Fragrant Olive»-donokvedf with the
position of Deputy Knight Leader with her perforreancould you?”

The few tense seconds of silence were broken bguhde
knight's rather sharp voice accompanied by a metadlverberation.

Eugeo felt confident that he sensed irritation Biddehind that
muffled echo that didn’'t seem to originate fromuartan, unique to
integrity knights.

“...Why are you young apprentices in this battlefiefd
honorable knights?™

“Aha, that's soo lame!”
Fizel cried back in an unreserved tone without anerat’s delay.

“It's because you bring stuff like honor and dignitto fights,
that two of your all-powerful, able-to-match-a-tisand integrity
knights lost, heh. But rest assured, so that yeeeesed knights don’t
suffer any further disgrace, we caught the intrader you!”

“We’ll be cutting the intruders’ heads off now, glease look
closely and report it to the highest minister. pjgoise the honorable
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integrity knights wouldn’t even get the mere idéatealing our
achievement, am | right?”

Eugeo couldn’t help but be dumbfounded at the 'gyus$s
despite the perilous situation he was in, as Lamel Fizel spoke with
even less restrain while the five integrity knighgessessing
superhuman strength, faced them.

No—that might be a little off.

Could that prominent emotion drifting behind thédiden’s
small backs be hatred...?

Lying on the floor, Eugeo sent his strength int® ¢mly part that
could move, his two eyes, and stared at Linel andlFBut even so,
what was their hatred directed towards? Despiteggbefore the
major criminals who rebelled against the Axiom Giuand highest
minister, Administrator, the girls showed nothing bure curiosity.

Linel and Fizel, openly expressing both hatred @mtempt,
glared at the integrity knights, the knights lookedtk at the two
children with irritation, and Eugeo looked up at thildren,
harboring doubts in his mind, so—

Until the instant that black-clothed shadow appednehind the
children without a sound, there was likely notragi being who
detected its movement.

Kirito, who should have been affected by the pamaly venom
like Eugeo, approached the two girls from the baitk the
smoothness of a shadow panther on the prowl, adthe venomous
swords hanging on their waists by their grips: Féz@ his right
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hand, Linel’s in his left. With that, he drew theads upwards and
linked it to a shallow slash on the children’s esga left arms.

The children only managed to turn to look back vaitdink faces
after Kirito landed from a long jump backwards,wihe short-
swords still in his hands.

Vacant expressions of surprise appeared on LiaelsFizel's
innocent faces.

HWhy. . .11
HMove. . .”

The venom’s effects manifested immediately anccthielren
tumbled onto the floor softly after voicing that afuout.

Kirito got up as though he was their substitute hdkl both of
the venomous swords together in his left hand aadched through
Linel's ascetic clothes with his right after wallinp to her. The
object he instantly picked out was a tiny bottle $ize of his
fingertips, sealing an orange-colored fluid.

Flicking off the cork and putting it to his nose hodded as
though convinced, then walked on. Eugeo couldn’anthing but to
believe the fluid, gently flowing from the bottleat drew close to his
lips, was an antidote and drank it down. It wasliiifor the best that
he had no sense of taste.

Kirito, displaying a rare sort of grimness on rasd, whispered
in an extremely soft voice while still on his knees
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“The paralysis will be cured in a few minutes. Wiysnir mouth
can move, be sure to start chanting the armameémofiotrol art
without the knights’ notice. Keep on standby wheziresdone
preparing and wait for my signal.”

Getting up after saying only what he needed toit&moved
beside the girls once again. He shouted out towtalfive integrity
knights still standing a distance away in a strajheud voice.

“Knight Kirito, as well as Knight Eugeo, would like extend
our deepest apologies for the disrespect of loo&mgyhile lying
down at the side! In addition to that disrespebeg for you to grant
a deferment for us to redress our disgrace! | gepee cross swords
after that pause!”

The purple knight, who was probably of a rathehhignk,
immediately replied in a dignified tone.

“I am the second of the integrity knights, Fan&imthesis Two!
Criminals, my sacred instrument, «Heaven Pierciwgr8», doesn’t
possess a single drop of mercy, so declare youwlasls if you have
any, while this sword remains sheathed!”

Upon hearing that, Kirito instantly looked downtlag¢ two girls
collapsed beside him and hit out with his wordagdlenough for even
the knights to hear.

“—I believe you think it's weird, don’t you? Abowuthy | could
move.”

Chagrin dyed Linel’s eyes as the words she pergospbke
earlier were stolen.
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“The two of you fumbled your words earlier. Youdail of the
brothers and sisters were ordered to not leave rth@ms. There
shouldn’t be anyone who can disobey an order witlencathedral.
Hence, that proved you were not actual sister aghjges since you
didn’t abide by the order.”

A prickling pain crawled around his limbs, perh&ygsause his
senses had started to return thanks to the medlmnné&ugeo took
nearly no notice of it. He finally understood wleatotion was hidden
behind his partner’s expression.

Despite his usual character, Kirito was—enraged.

But it didn’t seem that rage was directed towahasahildren.
After all, a considerable level of sympathy couéddeen in his eyes
as they looked down at Linel and Fizel.

“Besides, there’re those scabbards on your walsisse were
made from the «ruby evergreen oak» in the sowght?iThat is the
only material that would not rot when in contacthwthese swords
made from the «poison steel from Ruberyl». Therse m@away mere
sister apprentices could have something like thEses, | chanted an
art to counteract the poison before the two of goucloser. It did
take quite some time for it to finish, though. ..edigth isn’t purely
based on how fast you can swing your swords. Toisum the both
of you were foolish; foolish enough to deserve gymere right this
instant.”

Kirito coldly told the two girls and raised the pon swords held
In his left hand up high.
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The two swords traced a green flash as they flem fhis hand,
thrown down without any hesitation. They buriedniselves with a
dull noise, into the stone floor at the tip of Liiseand Fizel's noses.

“But | won't kill you. In exchange, watch closely jast how
strong the integrity knights you ridiculed are.”

He turned aside after those few words and proceseeelal
steps forward.

Kirito slowly turned the black sword that slippeat drom its
scabbard with a sharp sound and brandished ibmt of himself.

“—I apologize for the wait, Knight Fanatio! KnigKirito stands
before you!!”

He’s overdoing it... regardless of what the circums&s may
be.

He thought to cry those words out at his partneask, but
Eugeo’s lips merely trembled slightly. His senseseweturning, but
his voice was still sealed away.

Kirito had always borrowed those weapon listingsrfrthe
academy’s library he held an interest in, so thed Wikely where he
gained the knowledge of the «ruby evergreen oakbx@oison
steel». With his inherent insight added in, Kimight have escaped
from the trap laid by Linel and Fizel, but it wdear that they had
plunged in an even more perilous mess due to tidreh. After all,
they had to engage strong opponents in direct coriiba integrity
knights, with one among them even at the positioDeputy Knight
Leader. The plan of discussing their actions arahtihg the full
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control art in advance, before charging into thengrcorridor, was
naturally void.

The usual Kirito would have dragged Eugeo alongeaed
without a tinge of hesitation, rearranging the wmnstances to make it
the slightest bit more advantageous. As expedted,gason why he
didn’t was because he wasn’t in his normal stétee Istared hard, he
could practically see a profound anger stirringtiiup, bluish-white
flames upon the black shirt on his back.

Even the Master Sword Academy’s instructors wowadehbeen
overpowered if they confronted the current Kiritorh the front.
However, as expected of one who was the secongrityt&night, the
purple knight named Fanatio grasped the grip far skender sword
on the left waist in a dignified motion. When itsvansheathed with a
clear sound, a dazzling radiance, as though tleebtaelf was
emitting light, struck Eugeo’s eyes.

Following Fanatio, the four integrity knights betiiturned over
their great swords thrust into the floor and brahdd it in a neatly
coordinated motion. The resolve felt welling fromeir swords
rippled the air in the corridor as it pushed agaisto’s.

Fanatio, who didn’t show the slightest bit of livelss despite
the strained situation, let loose a voice with ialser ring to it from
under the helmet.

“Criminal Kirito, it appears you desire an indivalumatch with
me... but unfortunately, we have been strictly ordeceuse all
means to erase the both of you if you were to réashcorridor.
Hence, | shall have them serve as your opponestt fi-The «Four
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Oscillation Blades» personally tempered under msyrurction, that
is!”

Fanatio loudly declared, then started with rapidntimg of a
complex sacred art that began wisgstem call It was likely, no,
unmistakably the armament full control art. Theyamleans to
counter were to use the same art as well, or ttheuknight down
before it finished.

Kirito chose the latter. As he rushed at Fanatit \wnough force
to make sparks scatter from his soles’ hobnailsweng his black
sword overhead.

However, the knight who stood at the left, amoreyfthur in
wait behind Fanatio, began an assault at the samee The great
sword held with both hands cleaved horizontallyrfrihe left with a
heavy groan, advancing on Kirito.

Kirito changed his sword’s orientation, receivihg knight’'s
attack with a downwards swing from overhead. Anrp@arcing crash
resounded. Both were repelled backwards, widemagap.

Kirito’s recovery was quicker in comparison to #reght,
hurriedly trying to pull the huge sword back. Helledready entered
the stance for pursuit upon landing, with justray® lunge at his
opponent’s chest left to—

RPN Vi

—Eugeo’s breath escaped immediately after he ledi@v that.
He didn’t know when it happened, but a second Kringlal rushed in
and released an all-out horizontal slash fromeéifte |
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Kirito stopped his feet and this time, his sworssled up
towards the left and repelled the enemy’s swor@ré&hvas the same
metallic noise and abundant spray of sparks aeegahd the two
opened up a distance of approximately four mel.

The second knight’s stance, too, was severely Indk&vas
only natural, holding one’s ground after gettingeked after dealing
an all-out attack with a sword that huge would tecdlt regardless
of how much physical strength one had. What shbalgraised,
however, was Kirito’s expertise, for repulsing tiggonent’s sword
with the complete minimum of motion and gracefualysorbing its
recoil, shifting into the next offensive stance istrately after.

However.

Without giving even the time to consider the pasisyh Eugeo
saw a third knight lunging at Kirito once agairreditly after he
landed. Before his sight got stolen by the colhidb@tween sword and
sword for the third time, Eugeo forced his eyethback.

And he grinded his teeth. In that moment Kiritossed swords
with the third knight, the fourth was already begng to rush forth.

How could they predict Kirito’s movement so acceha?
Kirito’s reaction finally went haywire at the comgeent horizontal
cleave. Although he did succeed in interceptirgpimehow, his
black-clothed frame swayed in the air, perhapstduke force he was
pushed back by.

——1| see.

231



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 08 — Central Cathedral

It took too long, but Eugeo noticed the four kngjhmtent.

All of the knights’ attacks were horizontal slasliiesn left to
right. Parrying that with his sword would resttice direction to
which he would be repelled, to a certain degreah\ttiat as their
aim, the next knight would repeat the horizontakkl The wider
range when compared to thrusts and vertical swaigsg with the
blade’s length, could provide a rough estimate We sufficient for
them to catch Kirito within the reach of their $las, even if it was
done in advance.

It was a supposed «consecutive hits skill via aigsarom the
integrity knights who shouldn’t have secret movés wonsecutive
hits. They really were different from the swordsnrethe capital
who purely pursued the beauty of styles, they were warriors
hardened through actual battles in the Dark Teyrito

However, the knights’ coordinated tactic was natgx either.
—Notice it, Kirito, there’s a way to get throughfiyou do!

A hoarse groan seeped out from Eugeo’s throat asdukto
shout. His tongue and lips were finally startingrtove. As he moved
his mouth in a desperate bid to loosen thosemtificles, to start on
the art ritual even a moment quicker, Eugeo frafliyiqprayed as he
looked at his partner. For him to notice it.

Having parried the fourth knight's sword, Kiritagbed up in his
landing at last, thrusting a single hand onto tberf

The initial knight’s sword roared as it launchedaasault,
thrusting in after recovering from the impact.
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Kirito immediately slumped his upper body backwaslgping
under the sword. A section of his black hair maoletact with the
blade and scattered away.

Yes— If the incoming attack was certain to be awomtal slash,
he would simply have to dodge above or below itead of deflecting
it with his sword.

But that evasion has to be combined with a coutigaria If he
were to fall down, there would be a short pausesomething longer
than that before he could take action again.

It appeared the second knight approaching fromdgileft had
absolutely no intention of missing that pause. Nynghifting the
sword that was pointed sideways up, the knight @eekca vertical
slash at full power.

Danger, Eugeo tried to shout, ignoring the sham paning
through his throat. However, it wasn’t in timewlas when he
instinctively averted his eyes, not expecting hinb¢ able to dodge—

The initial knight who just completed the sword sgvion
Kirito’s right shook violently.

Kirito wasn’t merely sprawled over. His two legsitched onto
the knight's unnoticed, pulling the knight down @atamself.

The second knight could not stop the slash in madiad the
great sword’s blade buried itself deeply into dysback. The
knight who restored the sword while showing sighshmck was
assaulted by a black flash stretching out fromselo
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Kirito, his lunge accurately stabbing through timegkt’'s two
arms as he got up, turned towards the third kgt appeared to be
charging forward in disorder and shoved the seewaly with all he
had. As expected, the third couldn’t hack him aatng with an ally
and halted the slash.

At last, the consecutive attacks from the groupelarcalled the
«Four Oscillation Blades» came to an end.

Kirito ran savagely through that gap. Without sparihe four
knights even a glance, he launched an attack oatiéachanting the
full control art.

Let it reach—!

Eugeo frantically prayed.
“Enhance..

Fanatio shouted.
“Uooooh!!”

Kirito howled, his sword raised up high from afirwouldn’t
reach from that distance normally, but the bladeased a yellow-
green flash immediately after. Aincrad-style seanevve, &onic
Leap». It was a one-hit vertical slash lik¥'erticab>, but possessed
the ability to charge forward from over twice thizggtance in an
instant.

Fanatio turned the slender sword’s point at Kiwtwose bestial
pounce traced out a trail of light. However, it wapossible for such
a delicate weapon to ward off a secret move’s irhpaanatter what
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it tried. The long sword carved from the Gigas Cduad a weight
higher than the Blue Rose Sword, a sacred instrumelding a
slashing attack at Kirito’s practically godlike sgkinto the mix, it
would be enough to smash something like a slenderdsinto
smithereens, even if there were three of them leahdp together.

It was the instant when the black-clothed kniglcheed the peak
of his jump and began to swing his sword forward—

A flash came from the slender sword at the knigh&ad.

No, to be accurate, as the entire blade turnedaiftioiish-white
radiance, it stretched out forward with terrifyiagility.

The slender ray of light penetrated Kirito’s |d&rfk without a
sound, continued onwards towards the sky, andadratsmall
explosion as it plunged into the grand corridoesgieg. That all
ended in an instant.

Kirito’s secret move had its trajectory shaken with abdomen
pierced through, merely grazing a decorative windranatio’s
helmet, forcibly snapping it off into the air.

Barely any blood could be seen flowing from the nwdand
Eugeo didn’t think there was much of a drop inlhfe, but Kirito
fell onto a single knee upon landing. When he fedusis eyes hard
enough, he saw pale smoke rising around the sml@ldpened up in
his shirt.

It was probably a flame-type attack? However, thetlreleased
from Fanatio’s sword was a blinding white that waésost blue.
Eugeo had never seen a flame of such color before.
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Turning with a motion so refined it was detestabl@natio
pointed the slender sword’s end precisely at Kt was
crouching on the floor.

With a faint ‘sha’, the light ray surged out agdint wasn't for
Kirito springing to the left immediately before th#he light would
have likely gone through his right leg. The ligay that made a
precarious miss stabbed into the marble floor aed a small
explosion once again. When the light faded, a Ibnigt hole
remained melted into the surface there.

“‘No... way...!”

Eugeo did not notice the jarring, hoarse voice #isgaped from
his own mouth for a while.

The material used in building the cathedral washeaof the
highest grade, like the «immortal walls» that daddCentral Centoria
as a cross, judging from its pure white hue andsylglaze. It wasn't
something that could be melted no matter how Hlztrae you used.
Wasn't how only the carpet burnt when those infeflamnes brought
forth by Deusolbert’s «Conflagrant Flame Bow» efealithe surface
enough to serve as evidence for that?

In other words, that would make Fanatio’s full gohtrt far
mightier than Deusolbert’s skill, if it was a flamge attack. So
wouldn’t Kirito’s Life that suffered a direct hitdm such a skill be on
the verge of dissipating?

Kirito didn’t stay in a single place, continuougiynping
towards erratic directions as Eugeo looked ontliigiripped in the
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fist of an ice-cold fear. Light rays flashed oukeafter another,
digging into the ground, as Fanatio’s sword chdssdigure.

A more horrifying detail of that skill was how ibotained
absolutely no prior movements before the dischafdight, such as
accumulating the light or thrusting the sword. A¢ wery least, Eugeo
couldn’t guess at when the nonchalantly shiftirnder sword would
emit the ray of light from his position. Describiiigas having an
extremely long range would define it as the samellas Eldrie’s
«Frost Scale Whip», but that was mere child’s pléngn compared to
this.

Showing no sign of getting fired up at all, Fanatimtinued
pursuing Kirito with slick movements like a dan&axito could
dodge even four, five, six shots of those solelyabise of his
painstakingly tempered physical capability and|fertition.

However, at last, the light that shot out for tegenth time
declared an end to the fatal game of tag.

Shaa! The top of his foot pierced in midair by ligét ray that
scorched the air as it reached out, Kirito crash@d the floor,
shoulder first, his posture crumbled. But stillngao’s sword point
unwaveringly aimed slightly below the tuft of blalk&ir that was
brought up straight away.

-rito, Eugeo tried to shout before he noticed tambness of his
throat and mouth were finally gone. He might besdblarticulate
clearly enough to complete the art ritual like this
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Instead of screaming out, Eugeo steadily put sthemgo his
abdomen and began chanting the art ritual at an®liwo soft for the
knights to hear, but loud enough to reach the inegoddesses.

“System call.”.

Kirito would be able to get through this level @mgjer on his
own. Hence, there was only one thing Eugeo ougtotdo chant the
full control art like he was told to, getting itady to be activated
whenever it's needed.

With the sword of certain death pointed straighiaito,
Fanatio kept quiet for a while, as though to pra/bkm, before
speaking out in a dull voice.

“...I have been given advice, that prattling on ates like this is
a bad habit of mine, from the Knight Leader for oadwundred years,
but... Still, it felt like such a misery. Every siegbne of those who
prostrated themselves beneath the authority of lfga¥en Piercing
Sword» could show naught but that asinine exprassgiou see. |
suppose you, too, are wondering what exactly igrireeform of this
technique capable of cornering yourself so easily.”

It seemed the four knights under Fanatio finismedting their
casualties in the meantime too, as they were sndiog Kirito from
the back, holding their great swords in one haihis Thade it even
harder to escape, but it increased the possilofigrolonging
Fanatio’s small talk accordingly. Concentratindyfudn not making a
single mistake in his chant in order to avert f&@|UEugeo continued
stringing the art ritual together with all he had.
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“You may be a criminal, but | suppose you know afrors if
you have lived in the capital?”

Fanatio suddenly asked a question that came cudwhere and
a perplexed expression appeared on Kirito evere agthstood the
pain.

Mirrors.

Of course, Eugeo saw them before as well. Thera'wasy
back home in Rulid, but his personal room in thaedaey’s elite
swordsman-in-training dormitory was furnished watsmall one. It
was a mysterious tool that reflected far more \Wvtthan water
surfaces and metal sheets, but Eugeo couldn’t gaitee to like his
own feeble appearance, so he hadn’t had much @vang to peek
into it.

With the sword prepared to immediately shoot lighkKirito if
he made any movement, Fanatio resumed in a voitediiealed no
emotion.

“As it's a highly valued commodity made by pourimglted
silver onto glass, | doubt there would be many opities for
inhabitants outside the capital to lay their eyestobut... that tool is
able to reflect Solus’s light almost perfectly. dnder if you
understand... that is, the reason behind why thesdreae on by the
reflected light becomes twice as hot. —A hundredl thirty years
from now in the past, her eminence, the higheststen confiscated
silver coins and other items made from silver, emchmanded
glassmakers to create a thousand large panessst dlaey were for
an offensive art that required no chanting... an expent labeled
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«weaponry» though, you see. The thousand mirnoesy] lup to form
a half circle in the cathedral’s front yard, refkdt the midsummer
Solus’s light and focused onto a single spot, bnigdorth a pure
white inferno. That melted a large rock the siza afian in sheer
minutes.”

Weaponry... white inferno...?

Eugeo understood nothing from Fanatio’s words. H@arehe
knew by intuition, that the scheme from the higmastister was as
horrifying as having children murder each otheornder to stabilize
the resurrection art.

“—In the end, the eminent highest minister judgeskirequiring
too much preparation before it got to a battle-twpdtate. However,
she mentioned it would be too much of a pity fdioéit to go to
waste, and with her divine miracles, she gathevetdyeone of the
thousand large mirrors, tempered them, and creastagle sword.
That was this sacred instrument, the «Heaven Rggi@word». Do
you understand, criminal? What pierced through yagomen and
leg was the might of Sun Goddess Solus herself!”

The words from the integrity knight, tinged witHieant
haughtiness, were such a surprise that Eugeo nigresweided
making a blunder on the nearly completed art ritual

Solus’s light gathered by a thousand mirrors—was shpposed
to be the true form of that white ray of light?

It was possible to counteract an attack throughtheelements
with cryogenic elements. But how could an attackulgh light be
guarded against? In the first place, arts with hous elements as
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their source of power should have nearly no dioéfemnsive ability, to
the extents of Eugeo’s knowledge. A blinding ligbtild be negated
with umbra elemental arts, but a light ray on teaéel would
probably pierce through ten or twenty umbra elesémiown at it
easily.

Unconcerned with the intolerable unease in histh&aigeo’s
mouth continued constructing the art ritual, halfcanatically, and
finally reached the final line. The power hidderthin the Blue Rose
Sword would be invoked after chanting the endingap, €nhance
armamens. But that would have to wait for Kirito’s signal.

Fanatio appeared to have ran out of things toahtdut and
slightly stuck the sword pointed at Kirito’'s heawhfard.

“Kirito, have you understood the might of my swalneat will
erase your Life? Then | shall allow you to repemtyfour sins, entrust
your heartfelt faith to the three goddesses, agdiem for their
mercy before you die. If you do so, the spiritugiht of purification
will cleanse the sins of your soul and guide ithte Celestial World.
Now—farewell, immature and foolish criminal.”

The Heaven Piercing Sword shone dazzlingly, prmgdhe ray
of light that would ring his death knell at his hea

“Discharget
It was in that instant when that scream reacheecg&agears.

Directly before Fanatio’s sword shone, Kirito slegdpis two
hands together with a ‘pan!” and held them outramf. What
appeared before his palms was a single sheet daddver.
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No, that's not it. It wasn’'t merely a sheet of nhetdne perfectly
level, square sheet clearly reflected Fanatio’'smeelwhile the knight
stood in front of Eugeo.

Eugeo’s eyes perceived elements of two differeesigrasped
in those hands before they were slapped together.

The light on the right hand was that of metal eletselt was
used to fire needles or create trifling tools, rinetallic-type element.
And what the left hand held were crystal elemdntsas the glass-
type element used to create imperceptible baraiedsglass cups.
With those two formed into the shape of a sheetlayetred, the
object created was—

A mirror.

The light spear that concealed an extreme heé#téimnirror
created by Kirito’s art ritual and changed it frgriver to orange in
the blink of an eye.

The Lives for tools created from elements were &bvalong.
Even if a knife looked the same on the outside,amed to one
forged from ore that could last for tens of yearse formed from
metal elements would exhaust its Life in sheer fiaund dissipate.
That mirror should be no exception, it was hightybtful it would
have the endurance to deflect the Heaven Piercamagds light.

As Eugeo’s fleeting thought predicted, the mirnanveved in the
air for only a mere tenth of a second. The glassmeatal melted into
a fluid that scattered about and the light ray vatratight at Kirito,
retaining eighty percent of its radiance.
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However, the instant’s worth of reprieve forciblgobght about
wasn’'t wasted on Kirito either. It was hardly angth but he
succeeded in tilting his frame towards the left #ralight singed
only a part of his black hair and cheek beforérgamed behind.

And the remaining twenty percent of the light caughthe
mirror—

Was deflected at an acute angle and sprung upaatiban
helmet.

It shouldn’t have been a predictable move, buixaseted of the
second integrity knight, the light ray was dodgethwa head tilt to
the right with reflexes on par with Kirito or highddowever, the
knight couldn’t protect the decorative wings thegwg on the helmet’s
left and right. The decoration on the left was dhothe light and the
clasp disintegrated with it—the helmet broke im tfront and back,
immediately after.

Eugeo’s sight was stolen by the abundance of hatrdwept into
the hair in that moment.

It was a deep black like Kirito’s hair. But itslgiless was
overwhelmingly superior. The flowing wavy long hawrhich must
have surely been groomed with tender care, glistéesvitchingly in
the midday light from the grand windows.

Why would someone like a knight—

As Eugeo unconsciously wondered that, he could-aeatio’s
face quickly being covered with a raised left hand.

And Fanatio shouted.
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“You saw, didn’'t you... cretin!!”

It was utterly different from that metallically waad voice that
came from the helmet previously; it was in a higicheed tone, both
refined and supple.

She’s female—!?

The overwhelming surprise drove Eugeo to the boinletting
his voice out, breaking the art ritual’s standlatiss.

He tightly pursed his lips to prevent any unnecagssards from
spilling out. However, part of his consciousness si@adfastly
drawn towards onto Knight Fanatio’s retreating feyu

Her stature was the same as Kirito or taller, buérnvhe assessed
her with that thought in mind, the line tracingrfriner back to her
waist was certainly slender. However, he was &ithpletely
convinced she was a man up until now.
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They had already encountered knights like AlicetBgsis
Thirty, or Linel and Fizel, though they were chddr so there was no
reason to deny that there were quite a numbemadlies within the
integrity knights. In the first place, close tofnafl the trainees
studying in the academy were girls like Tieze aodye. Many
integrity knights were produced from their rankstlsere was nothing
strange about the second knight being female.

When he pondered on why he was so astonished eeisptt
Eugeo noticed that it was because Fanatio’s spaadipehavior up
until now have been excessively masculine.

If that was the case, the reason for the angeriegubm
Fanatio’s entire frame right now was not becauséhee face was
seen—it might be due to them finding out she wasate.

It appeared Kirito, down on the floor with a singleee, had the
pain from the burn on his cheek vanish too, asstonashed look
showed up on his face.

Glaring at Kirito crouching through the gaps betwé®e fingers
on her left hand, Fanatio spoke again.

“So you're... making that sort of face too, huh, anal. So even
you bunch, guilty of high treason against the chuvall not fight
seriously the moment you know I'm a girl?”

Despite being a lament, practically wrung out frieenself, her
voice was exquisite, bringing to mind stringed nastents played by
an expert.
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“l am not human... | am an integrity knight summonedhis
land from the Celestial World... And yet | have tdfeusuch scorn
from you men, the instant you know me to be femilatl just among
my peers... but even from the commander of thosemat@ns of
evil, the darkness knights!!”

—That’s not it; neither of us are looking down awuy
After replying thus in his mind, a thought struckgeo.

He had fought many swordswomen during while he guasd in
Zakkaria and while he began studying in the acaddingre were
several among them who possessed more skill thgadzand of
course, there were times when he lost against tlh@nough
experiencing all of those battles, Eugeo did noégsy on his
opponents just because they were female and hedsgdct for
experts in the field regardless of their gender.

However—what if it wasn’t a match where the contpesi won
by stopping before making contact or after the far§ but an actual
life-and-death battle? Could he really wipe outdpeonent’s Life
without hesitation...?

It was when Eugeo was seized by the thoughts h&iaened for
the first time and lost his breath.

Kirito who was crouching on the floor became a sddust of
wind and leapt out.

It was a downwards slash from the right without &rgkery or
even secret moves. However, the blade moved aaalfil speed that
appeared hazy even in Eugeo’s eyes. It was likeacha instead, that
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Fanatio managed to parry it in time with her hédamwn in disarray.
Gaan! An ear-piercing impact echoed through thedar, scattering
sparks illuminated the pair’s faces vividly for ament.

Fanatio skillfully stopped the slash near her séersvord’s
guard, but she could not soak up the brunt of ba@ge and was
forced back several steps. Kirito locked their s¥gaiogether and
jostled into the female knight's slender body wiuhselackening the
pressure. Fanatio’s knee, clad in purple armorabég bend slightly.

Kirito suddenly spoke in a low tone.

“| see, that explains that sword and skill. It’'dtide that you're a
woman when fighting... that’s right, isn’t it, Famatjou-sama?”

“You... bastard!!”

Her shout sounded like a scream: Fanatio forcedwerd back
as they scraped against each other.

When Eugeo turned his sight that stuck on thosecta®wvhere,
he could feel signs of distress from the four sumcbhng knights as
well. It might be likely, but there could be sommang them who did
not know Fanatio’s bare face. Eugeo couldn’t telithing about the
two girls who laid paralyzed on his right, however.

Exposing themselves to the knights’ eyes, Kiritd &anatio
continued their all-out competition. Kirito was atéy the winner in
terms of body weight and sword weight, he guesBatlafter getting
pushed back once, Fanatio showed no sign of dralacg with that
physical strength unimaginable from her slendersarm
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Kirito hurled words at her once again from the gapsis gritted
teeth.

“...I'll say this first, but what | was surprised jatst now, was
how the resolve in your sword dropped by such ddhed amount
the instant your helmet broke. Hiding your faceljrng your sword
swings... aren’t you the one most conscious thatngoa'woman?”

“Sh... shut up! I'll kill you... I'll definitely kill you at least...!”

“That’'s what I'm planning on doing too. | have ahgely no
plan to go easy on you because you're a womarn; aftr all, I've
been losing to swordswomen the entire time!”

It was true that Kirito has been countlessly beatesortiliena-
senpai, whom he served as a valet, as far as Bugaa But Eugeo
believed he wasn’t exactly referring to trainingooactice matches.
As if he was saying that he had actually lost torslswomen
elsewhere, in real bouts in the past...

At that moment, Kirito’s right leg suddenly dasHedh and
tripped Fanatio’s legs. Her upper body floundenad the two swords
scattered sparks as they parted. Without a momedelds/, he thrust
his black sword in with a single hand.

However, the integrity knight's right hand flashetdgodlike
speed and her slender sword deflected the blackdsinmm the side
like a living creature. Straightening her posturelgvavoiding the
thrust’s route, she took a step back to regain stistance.

Kirito’s recovery was quick as well. Using the marhenm from
the thrust, he dove into the opponent’s chest iatveeemed like a
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body slam and maintained the close range. Aftefal range
battles were not feasible against Fanatio who [gssskthat skill to
fire light rays without prior preparation.

An ultra-high speed clash of swords began at near-distance.

What frightened Eugeo was how Fanatio dealt withitds
disorientating consecutive attacks without retrepgven a step back.
The black blade that launched assaults from upndéeft, and right
in succession was handled by the slender sworlyffiashing
around, retaliating with thrusts of two or threesecutive hits
whenever there was the smallest opening. Neith#reofwo used
secret moves, but that was because they couldert Bnd the
opening to perform the initial stance.

Every single one of the traditional swordsmanshyfes in the
Human World possessed only one-hit sword skillsiaademed not
even the elderly Integrity Knight Deusolbert knefaconsecutive hits
skills. That would mean Fanatio worked out congsgewtword skills
through her own effort. The reason behind that admitely not
unrelated to Kirito’s speech from a while ago.

The light from the Heaven Piercing Sword, to defsmies
without getting close. Or the consecutive hitslskib drive enemies
away with successive attacks even if she was unahlse the full
control art and lost the initiative.

In other words, the female knight, Fanatio, waaidfof enemies
getting close to her and noticing what was hiddeten her armor.

But why...? Why would she try so hard to hide her @ender?
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While reflecting on the new doubt that welled upgEo’s eyes
were glued to the battle between the pair. It apgaethe four knights
under Fanatio were the same, they looked overatteeibus fight
without moving one bit and their great swords loseker

Really now, this is such—
Such a magnificent battle.

At that close distance, both parties hardly moveir tfeet and
continued defending against the barrage of slash#susts darting
back and forth just by dodging with their bodiegarrying. The
spectacle around the pair was as though a greatetuoh stars were
streaming in, bouncing back, and vanishing, oner @fhother. Even
the clangs from steel clashing against steel haattain magnificence
to it, reminding one of a percussion instrumentgenance by a duo.

A chilling smile crept onto Kirito’s face that grepallid as he
executed techniques with such vigor, it was likebmpletely fused
with the black sword. The close range battle shbakke been to seal
away the opponent’s usage of Solus’s light, butctimeent him
seemed to be simply immersed in the joy of trasluigwith his
tempered sword skills to his heart’s content.

On the other hand, Fanatio should have no reasgao &ong
with her opponent. If she were to get one of héostinates to attack
Kirito from behind, take that opening to gain sotn&ance, and fire
those light rays again, there would be no posgytuli Kirito
defending this time.

Despite that, the integrity knight with flutteritdack, long hair
appeared to be trying to conclude the showdowrutfitalirect
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attacks with her slender sword. Eugeo could naritife reason for
that. Because of anger caused by Kirito’s provoc&tiHer pride as a
knight could not forgive retreating? Or perhap®,<bo, had found
something of note in this exchange of consecutiigedkills, this
transcendental battle?

Eugeo could not see anything but Fanatio’s baak finis
position; he did not know what sort of expressibaveed up on her
face.

Making a guess from her several remarks, he figtisthtio
served the church as an integrity knight for a maddnd thirty years
at minimum, with the possibility of it being moil¢was an absurd
length of time that Eugeo could not even imaginig) Wwimself
unsure if he could even reach nineteen years old.

He had no idea how many years had it been sincemsitealed
her face and gender, but if she worked out alhosé consecutive
sword skills through her own effort, that was narely ten or twenty
years of practice. Kirito could only continue cnogsswords with
Fanatio right now because he, too, was a usereafate consecutive
hits skills, the Aincrad style. If this was any etlswordsman, they
would have probably been prostrated on the grounable to take
even one step within the blade’s range.

Hence, Kirito might have been the first opponentdta faced
who could go up against all of her thoroughly pgo#id sword skills as
well.

They might be integrity knights, but the adoratadrthe beauty
and gallantry in using a single hit was evideriidrie’'s and
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Deusolbert’s fighting styles. As such, it was ddulihat Fanatio
displayed her consecutive hits skills in practigéha knight as her
partner. She had trained by herself for a longg keme, without no
one but an imaginary shadow; a fellow consecutitgedkill user then
appeared, taking the form of an entity named Kirito

As Eugeo looked at the pair’'s superhuman confrartahis
entire body was covered in goose bumps withoutrioticing it as
tears spread from his eyes.

Ever since Kirito began teaching him the Aincradestthe
ultimate battle he visualized in his mind was beatagied out in
reality right now. It carried not the beauty oftgles that continued
seeking for vanity, but a rowdy beauty acquirecepuas the result of
seeking to cut one’s enemy down.

Fanatio’s five consecutive thrusts took on Kiritéitge
consecutive slashes in succession and the respagiirds, strongly
deflected away, swung down as the pair screametheutresolve.

‘Ryaaaa!”
“Seaaaal”

Even Eugeo, lying on the ground far away, could tlee heat
from the shockwave caused by the clashing swordssoskin.
Kirito’s and Fanatio’s black hair violently hoveretieir swords
creaked, and the pair switched positions.

Eugeo lost his breath for a moment when Fanatiaie bace
finally entered his vision.
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It was a pure, beautiful face; one that made hinktha holy
woman from the world of fairy-tales would look likieat if they truly
existed. She could be in her mid-twenties at mdsmwerring towards
the higher side, her silky skin the shade of bkaekwith plenty of
milk added in. Both her arc-shaped eyebrows ang éyelashes were
black, but her eyes were mostly a dark reddish-hrolese to gold.
Her appearance showed that she was probably boine i@ast region
and her nose bridge was moderately high. Her jaiad a tinge of
roundedness as well, bringing forth a remarkabhtlgeslegance.

And her petite lips were a very mild red.

The murderous anger from just a little earlier wasonger on
the female knight's face. Something like resignmatioottling up a
certain sort of grief, could be felt in its place.

“—I| see now.”

Fanatio murmured in her bewitching voice with thesls
crossed.

“Criminal, it appears you are a little differenbiin those who
picked a fight with me. There haven’t been any @aele to try and
Kill me this seriously once they saw this abomierat@untenance
until now.”

“Abominable—huh. Then for whose sake are you counlinat
hair and tingeing those lips red?”

Kirito’s question was as provocative as usual,Harnatio only
showed faint signs of a cynical smile, answeringtiyt
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“I have already waited more than a hundred yearthiEoman |
love to request more from me, than sword technigunelssevered
heads... it is only natural to be in the mood for samasmetics after
pining for him so long under that steel mask amdiranup playing
second fiddle to a new female knight, with a fac@erbeautiful than
myself and freely flaunting it.”

A strong knight more beautiful than even FanatiodAemale
too.

It was only after Eugeo shivered from thinking hewch an
opponent still remains above in this tower, thahbtced that he had
an idea who the integrity knight fitting those cdaiwhs was. Not
wearing a helmet, became a knight only in receatsjesomeone who
knocked Eugeo down in a single hit at godlike speAlice
Synthesis Thirty.

Kirito should have pondered over one thing or aeo#t
Fanatio’s words as well, but he revealed not alsiatpm of it as he
guestioned further.

“—What's the most important thing to you? If intégrknights
exist purely to serve the highest minister's comasarou wouldn’t
even require a heart capable of worrying over lmvigalousy. | do
not know who that man is, but if you’'ve been havamgunrequited
love on him for over a hundred years... that wouldmgou're
human. It's because you're human, just like me.figghting to
overthrow the church and highest minister, to emalbimans like you
to love and live normally!”
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Even Eugeo was deeply surprised by those wordsieier
knew Kirito, who always seemed aloof, thought alsudh things in
his mind. But at the same time, Eugeo also notsoedewhere in his
partner’s voice was an echo, troubled over someof@ontradiction.

Fanatio’s face distorted once again, though orilgeting
instant.

Looking at a deep valley carved into her smootkliead, he
thought the «piety module» would come out like idrie’s case, but
the visible changes to the second among the knegided there.

“...Child, you do not understand. If the church’shaartty was
lost, who knows what sort of hell would this wold thrust into...
The army of the Dark Territory strengthen theiccEs day after day,
clamoring beyond the mountain range at the endstinatthem away.
Aah... | will admit it, you are strong. And neithemderlings of
darkness nor malicious intruders, as the ChiefHiaentioned, it
seems. However, that does not change the facythisare of extreme
danger. To be able to sway the church and integnights with not
just that sword, but your words as well... Before giheatest duty
granted upon us integrity knights, to protect thertdn World and its
inhabitants, my love is a mere... it's not even waqmitking up, it's
equivalent to the refuse of the wheat.”

As if Fanatio shook off her hesitance, the Heaviencihg
Sword and the black sword crossed between thepatmued letting
out a creaking sound that seemed at its limit, evieile Fanatio
talked with a grave expression. It was clear titaee of them would
be sent flying if they lessened their strengthh®y glightest bit.
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No, the two swords should continue losing theielaven in the
meantime. If the swords remained locked, the @rst to run out of
Life would be the Heaven Piercing Sword. After dll{s status as a
sacred instrument was on the same level, the difremare Life
would simply be the thicker and heavier one.

There was no chance Fanatio did not notice thad. #ow she
would be mercilessly slashed dead by Kirito whensweord gets
pushed back, creating an opening.

“Hence—I need to defeat you. Even if | have to fpeanupon my
pride as a knight. Sneer at me for winning withnsan unsightly
skill. You possess the right to do so.”

After softly declaring all of that, Fanatio contediand shouted.

“Light hidden within the Heaven Piercing Swordisinow the
time to release yourself from your shackles!Release
recollection!¥

This art ritual—is the art to release its memoties!
The silver blade shone brighter than it ever had.
After that.

Shupaa! Several rays of light were released irdglrgattern
from the sword point with that noise.

Eugeo instinctively thought it was meant to bliid.
momentarily rob Kirito’s sight and break his postisefore cutting
him down.

257



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 08 — Central Cathedral

However, that verdict was utterly quashed whenadadrige light
rays shot in all directions by the Heaven Pier&mgprd hit the floor
right beside Eugeo, burying deeply into the marble.

It wasn’t meant to blind—none of that light was!

Kirito!! Eugeo couldn’t bear but to lift his uppbody as he
screamed in his heart. When he focused on seéiadight rays fired
from point-blank range were just about to pierageulgh Kirito’s
right arm. That wasn’t all, he could already spe¢pl black traces of
penetration in his left shoulder and right thigh.

And Kirito wasn’t the only one struck by the ultnat light on
the body.

The master of the Heaven Piercing Sword, too, metgatly
holes bored through the armor on her abdomen, daguand both
legs. The depth of her injuries was worse thant&si Still, that
expression filled with resolve that showed on logely face didn't
stir a single bit.

Integrity Knight Fanatio Synthesis Two planned kmwher own
Life away as well, with Kirito as her companion.

The words from the previous highest minister, Gaafireplayed
in his mind. The ritual phraseretease recollection, awakens all of
the weapon’s memories, releasing its rampaging povpower
capable of annihilating one’s life that swallowaginot only the
enemy, but yourself as well.

The release Heaven Piercing Sword gave mostly aiahds to
the pair from point-blank range, with consideratidenage to the
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surrounding four as well, in its initial barragéneldivine ornaments
in the grand corridor were not outside its reathegiand were
brutally torched, while the expensive glass windsWattered in
succession. There were hardly any light rays tleat &ll the way to
Eugeo and the two paralyzed girls, collapsed nedmlystill, they
would suffer a direct hit sooner or later.

No matter how much light it emitted, the sacredrunaent
tempered from a thousand panes of mirrors showsalaiely no sign
of falling into silence. The sword point gleamedragrvals of
roughly one second, firing short rays of light waitit taking any care
to aim. Half were fired towards the empty skiesrshing only the
walls, pillars, and ceiling, but quite a number agohe other half,
reaching out at a lower angle, were received bythes bodies
within point-blank range, naturally enough.

Unable to remove his sword, Kirito could only sinf$ head as
much he could to narrowly avoid the light bent egr@ng his
forehead. The light went for Fanatio’s face next, the integrity
knight didn’t make the slightest movement. Thetiglys grazed her
cheeks, burning dark-red grooves into her unbleesisemooth skin
and burning away a considerable amount of her amiralack hair in
an instant.

“You... damned idiot!!”

Kirito cried out with a desperate expression. DropBesh
blood scattered from his mouth with it. Eugeo coedgily imagine
how taking that many light rays to his body wouwddve Kirito on the
verge of exhausting his Life, regardless of how miie might have.
But the black-clothed swordsman stubbornly refusefdll, even

259



Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 08 — Central Cathedral

sliding his sword over the light rays’ origin, thp of the Heaven
Piercing Sword, covering it with the black swordide.

As a result, it might just be a temporary defermbat all of the
light fired towards Kirito and Fanatio did end upstructed by the
black sword.

Now—now or never!

Kirito didn’t make a signal, but Eugeo knew thediimad
definitely came through both his rationality antlihon.

Fanatio was naturally engaged, while the four ktsgimder her
were desperately guarding from the light as waling their great
swords as shield, with hardly any composure to abmit the
remaining criminal. There was no one capable qf@Etag Eugeo’s
full control art that would leave him wide open ithgr its activation if
he used it at this moment.

Springing up with an intense force, Eugeo drewtbetBlue
Rose Sword that he had been gripping onto theeettire in a single
stroke.

“Enhance....".

Spinning it in midair, switching it to an underhagp, he
supported the grip with his left hand as well amadist it into the
marble floor with all the strength he could muster.

“—ArmamentH

Close to half of the pale-blue blade sunk deeptimdfioor.
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Bashiiii!! Accompanied by a sharp, explosive notbe marble
floor was instantaneously covered in a pure-whietf

As crystalline icicles pointedly stabbed upwardfjgd wave
stretched forth at a breakneck speed.

Approximately five seconds after activation, thigift wave with
a breadth close to ten mel engulfed Kirito and Eapalong with the
four knights, at their feet.

It appeared the four knights finally noticed theasge
phenomenon with that. The faces covered by théméis jerked and
turned to look at him.

But it was too late.

While Eugeo put all the strength he had into his hands, he
shouted out loud.

“Bloom—DBlue Rose Swoord!!”

Countless pale-blue icy tendrils grew upwards imnatant,
towards the four knights, Fanatio, and Kirito frdmeir feet.

Each tendril was only as thick as a pinky fingeut Bl of them
grew prickly thorns, densely packed together, fyrohigging into their
prey’s legs.

“Nhn...”
“Wh-What!?”

The knights collectively cried out. Innumerous tendrils had
already crept up to their waists and abdomens thain legs by then.
There were some who attempted to prune away tligitewith their
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great swords belatedly, but the tendrils wrappedra the blades
repeatedly upon contact, shackling them onto ther fl

The knights assailed by the tendrils, from thegsth to their
heads, even until their fingertips, were frozew iice sculptures
incapable of the slightest movement. Eventuallynfthe tendrils that
obstinately entwined about their quarry while fegtout sharp ‘kin’
noises blossomed an infinite number of large rodgsd in a
profound blue, preceded by the reverberation ahareptionally lucid
chime.

Naturally, all of that were cold ice. No honey magrance was
produced by their solid and transparent petalsirbtlteir place, the
roses began emanating a white chill. The air withenentire corridor
was shrouded in a thick mist at once, glittering aparkling. The
source of the chill—was the captured knights’ Lives

The reduction speed was exceedingly gradual, leyt¢buld not
muster the strength necessary to break their bahds the ice roses
leeched Life from the entirety of their bodiesite first place, this
art ritual wasn’t meant for killing enemies. Euglexided on the art’s
nature solely for the goal of stopping Integrityi¢int Alice’s
movement.

The four knights were rendered completely powerlegsas
expected of the one who managed them, it appeanaghkKFanatio
saw through the skill’s nature in the moment thneltés broke
through the frost and jumped into the air in atoig@scape.

However, Kirito, who knew of Eugeo’s art, reactéididly
quicker. Having jJumped up high in anticipation effatio, Kirito
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used the swordswoman’s spaulder as a stepping statethings and
escaped further into the air. Somersaulting towtdrd$ack while
scattering fresh blood, he escaped the ice tendrils

His sacrifice was driven onto the ground; tendsitapped
around Fanatio’s entire body as she fell onto a&kne

“Kuh...V”

Perhaps due to the break in her concentratiorigherays
discriminately fired from the Heaven Piercing Swerdled after
shredding several tendrils, sinking into silendeinTtendrils rapidly
twined around the morbidly damaged armor, encasnghin thick
ice.
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The last of the blue roses that opened up fromtiasdeet
bloomed in all its glory atop the scar carved ondieek. The second
integrity knight completely ceased motion alonghvitie sacred
instrument.

In spite of the harsh injuries over his whole baglyito
somersaulted backwards multiple times in successnoihbroke away
from the ice tendrils, then failed on his final damy and fell with a
thud beside Eugeo.

“‘Gufh...”

A choked voice escaped from the depths of his trapd a large
guantity of fresh blood immediately sprayed out.t¥fang as that
froze into a deep-crimson frost at once, Eugeo nswously cried
Out.

“Kirito... wait a moment, I'll chant a healing...!”
“No, don’t stop the skill!”

Even when he was on the verge of losing consci@ssintem
blood loss, Kirito still glared with a gleam in hages and shook his
head.

“That person won't fall from just this much...”

While a thread of blood flowed near his lips, hegwed his
body full of wounds up with the black sword.

Kirito swiped at his mouth with his left hand topeiit and shut
his eyelids for a while to regulate his breathingfore he flared his
two eyes open and raised the black sword up high.
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“System... callt!

The art ritual following the opening line that stvad his
willpower chanted at an astounding speed, consigdris physical
status.

Wheezes interweaved with blood pervaded the gapseka
each verse and florid sprays scattered from hssdtgimes, but still,
Kirito continued to recite the art ritual that egded ten lines without
getting stuck a single time.

Looking from up close, countless scars were camvedKirito’s
body, an image so gory, it caused him to shivee Hieaven Piercing
Sword’s light pierced his well-trained body sevdnales, charring his
wounds black. There wasn’t much bleeding, a snmadkolation, but
the various injuries evidently reached his intearglans. Kirito’s Life
should be decreasing quicker than the knightscatptured by the ice
roses, his life in danger without immediate medazak.

However, Eugeo could not let his hands go fromBhe Rose
Sword’s grip in order to maintain its full contrait. It would provide
some relief if Kirito would use a healing art omiseelf, but it
appeared his partner who continued chanting wghaestly look had
absolutely no intention of doing that.

There wasn’'t any need to be in such a rush, thghksisnared in
the ice cage wouldn’t break out so easily—

It was when Eugeo thought that and his sight reiito the
knights in front once more.
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A streak of white light emerged from the centetha fully
bloomed ice roses and stabbed into the wall. Eeggeald only let out
a short gasp from the overwhelming shock.

“Eeh...”

The source of the light was Knight Fanatio, whouttidvave
been fully enveloped by layers of ice tendrils vidr movement
completely sealed.

The armament full control art didn’t exactly all@empletely
free usage after finishing its chant. Handlingweapon with its
offensive ability amplified required a high degadanental focus
from the user. Even Eugeo had to keep grippinglyigimto the
handle of the sword stabbed into the floor and taairthe image of
abundantly blossoming ice roses if he didn’'t waetknights to
escape their shackles.

After fully controlling the Heaven Piercing Swoldhight
Fanatio had shot countless rays of light, wentughoan ultra-high
speed sword fight with Kirito, and executed itsrgtdechnique of an
unrestrained and indiscriminate light ray volleythe end, dealing
mostly fatal wounds to herself as well. Her mentaicentration
should have been sapped and released from theo$tadatrolling the
Heaven Piercing Sword—or so Eugeo thought.

However.

Completely wrapped in ice, Fanatio had raised lineder sword
up high with her right arm, and was slowly movihgvith crackling
noises coming from the ice. The visage of the kirsgépirit rising
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from her slim body, like a swaying heat haze, waarty reflected in
Eugeo’s widely opened eyes.

“Kuh...l”

Biting his lips, Eugeo forced more strength inte thvo hands
gripping the handle. Guided by his mental imagese&lto ten budding
ice tendrils reached out towards Fanatio from addugr. The tendrils
whipped at Fanatio’s right arm and twined about the same
motion, without leaving any gaps, and stopped harament.

But that lasted for a sheer second.

With virtually no care for the thorns stinging htre integrity
knight forced her right hand down. Nearly half lo¢ tolue tendrils
snapped, sparkling as they scattered.

A chill colder than ice covered Eugeo from the back
—1Is she truly human?

Kirito’s willpower, as he continued his high speddnt while
coughing up blood, was absurd as well, but the dswoman took
the cake. She would not fall despite the many patifans over her
entire body from the light rays’ discriminate akke@nd the merciless
Life absorption by the ice roses—on the contrang, was
continuously pulling apart those ice shackles thatlered her four
subordinate knights utterly motionless with thesgth of her right
arm alone.

Eugeo stared in terror at the Heaven Piercing Swopped in
the knight's right hand as it seemed to gradualjyst its angle
towards the two of them.
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Exactly what endowed Fanatio with this much power?

Her obligation to protect the law as an integrityght? Her love
towards some man that she carried for over a hdngrars? Or
perhaps, those words that came from the woman’shearlier...?

Fanatio said that the Human World would likely vemwun by
the Dark Territory’s armies if it lost the Axiom Gith’s might.

Thus, that meant that even if she was hurt in tbegss, that
woman was willing to fight to protect the masseshaf Human
World—those who should have been looked down upeld in
contempt, and taken advantage of by existencesiékewhether they
were higher class nobles or livestock.

However, that was impossible. Integrity knights &erinions
under that highest minister, Administrator, whceated the young
Alice and made her into another self by robbingrhemories. A
detestable enemy. Eugeo’s mind had established #isdius, and he
climbed the cathedral, determined to take theegdighould the need
arise.

Despite that, how could he even consider this trbew-could
he seriously consider this integrity knight as gard of justice?

“You... the whole lot of you don’t deserve to uphqldtice!!”

Eugeo gave a stifled scream and poured all of tlséilhy he
could scrape together from the depths of his hetrtthe Blue Rose
Sword.
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Once again, numerous ice tendrils leapt out ardtamdtio, their
tips turning into sharp thorns and piercing inte kimight's right arm
one after another.

“Stop... stop moving!!”

Overwhelming hatred ought to be whirling within hisart, but
something was spilled out from Eugeo’s two eyesstone reason.
But he couldn’t concede those were tears no mattat. Eugeo
couldn’t let his heart be moved by Fanatio’s figaseher right arm
stupidly refused to stop even while getting pierbgdhe ice thorns,
the embodiments of Eugeo’s outrage and resentment.

The integrity knight’s arm was all worn-out. Snagpleorns
were stuck in it like a pincushion, the blood quydkickling down
turned into dangling red icicles.

But in the end, the arm’s movement did not stopl, asjusted
the Heaven Piercing Sword held aloft from verticahorizontal,
training its sharp end onto Eugeo and Kirito.

Eugeo saw the silver blade bathed in a radiances arzling
than ever before, beyond the tears that blurredigis.

It shone so brightly that he could only believe &amwas
spending the rest of her remaining Life on it. Eaigenoist, squinted
eyes gazed upon the pure-white radiance thatkelSun Goddess
Solus had descended into this grand corridor.

—I can’t win. | can’t win against her as | am rigidw.

Gazing at the ice roses that crudely crumbled sirbplbeing
exposed to the white light, Eugeo gently took atire
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But he had no plans to gallantly close his eyesvaautifor the
light to take his life. He absolutely couldn’t aptgielding to
Fanatio’s «justice» in such a manner.

At the very least, he wished to display his obstynlay having
one last rose blossom. It was when he tried tqosiogether the dregs
of hatred remaining in the depths of his heartewheined, that that
happened.

Kirito softly muttered by his side, apparently §hed chanting
the art ritual.

“You can’t beat her with hatred, Eugeo.”
HEh...”

Upon turning his head, his partner continued wighlight smile
visible on his bloodstained lips.

“You didn’t get this far because you hated intggkimights,
right? You wanted to take Alice back, you wantedn®et her
again... you're here because you love Alice, rightatTeeling
definitely won't lose to her justice. I'm the samd.want to protect
the people in this world; | want to protect you &late and even her
over there. So there’s no way we can lose to her.naesn’t that
right, Eugeo?”

Kirito’s voice was calm despite the desperate stnaThe
black-clothed swordsman with many mysteries sumoghim
nodded once more with a smile and looked forward.

That was the exact moment the Heaven Piercing Stved
what was likely its final and greatest beam oftigh
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It was a gigantic spear of light, large enoughittalf of the light
rays it fired thus far and more. It was like thely\H8piritual Light
itself, personally thrown by the goddess, Solusiriee away
Darkness God Vector during the world’s creatiord bavooped to
incinerate all that exist.

Kirito’s black eyes flared wide open and were gleanwith
overwhelming resolve. His voice that recited tmafiverse was filled
with an unwavering determination befitting the direcumstances.

“Enhance armament!!
Facing straight ahead, the blade of the black s\warskd.

Immediately after, strands of darkness flowed outnfall over
the blade.

The pitch-black torrent that seemed to suck imigtht rippled,
twisted, and entangled within itself. They becanspear, thick
enough to wrap one’s arms around, in an instanpaogressively
pushed forward.

Upon straining his eyes, it seemed only the shagbéip was
materialized into a solid, taking on an obsidid®Ilgleam. He could
recall that texture. The gigantic tree Eugeo swam@xe at, day after
day. The «demonic tree» from which that black swmtdinated—the
Gigas Cedar.

The moment he recognized it, Eugeo understoodtieefdrm
behind the full control art Kirito activated.

He had awoken the memories sleeping within thekodaword
through the art ritual and projected into this lomathe appearance it
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could once boast of, that of the gigantic tree thatsed to be hacked
down over hundreds of years. Of course, its shadesize did not
remain the same as then, but its essence was\etaettame.

Tough, sharp, and an overwhelming mass.
Its very existence was worthy of becoming an ultenaeapon.
Eugeo’s heart pounded hard. Immediately—

The huge, pitch-black spear’s tip made contact wieéhhuge
spear that gathered Solus’s light. The explosivekivave intensely
shook the entire grand corridor... possibly the enfientral
Cathedral itself.

Perhaps even the giant tree was oppressed by dhauimne
intensity of the light that went beyond imaginatifor it lost its
momentum in charging forward. But endless darkeessinued to
stream out from the black sword in Kirito’s hantitging to spur the
spear forward to the bitter end.

273






Sword Art Online 012 — Alicization Rising
Chapter 08 — Central Cathedral

It appeared the Heaven Piercing Sword, held in fi@adand,
had no intention of retiring either. The rampagiogent of light
strengthened with each second, the ice roses ogvire knight were
already completely melted away due to its heatt Trhight have been
an understatement; the gauntlet covering the Kisigigtht arm
appeared to be glowing bright red with white smog&mg from it.

The clash between light and darkness continued fahnile in
the grand corridor’s center.

However, it was doubtful a competition between pie/at such
extreme levels would end with them perfectly otisgteach other
and vanishing. It was certain that one side wouldedback the other
and thoroughly annihilate its enemy.

The one at a disadvantage in this match—was Kirito?

Sure, the Gigas Cedar was tough, but in the emdststill a
tree, a tangible existence. Like how the originabweventually
chopped down after hacking at it time after tings,ttoo, would be
extinguished after getting damaged beyond its &mit

However, the Heaven Piercing Sword’s light was asv& pure
heat. How exactly could an intangible assault hd&fed out?

Supposing countermeasures exist, it would be elthese a
mirror to deflect it like Kirito succeeded in on@e,neutralizing it
with an absolute frost, stronger than what the Btose Sword
brought forth; it should be necessary to have agpawth a special
trait capable of opposing it. However, listing dothe Gigas Cedar’s
properties would result in two: its absurd touglsnasd weight—
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No, there was one more.

Greedily absorbing Solus’s light and turning itoimis own
energy.

Fanatio’s spear of light was abruptly ripped int@ioa thousand
streams.

The balance broken, the one to charge forth onamagas
Kirito’s giant tree in the color of darkness.

The tip was red-hot to the point of being blindibgt still, it
gouged and shred through the light without yieldimgs pressure,
proceeding towards the source.

The light, split out in a radial shape, piercedrgwdere in the
grand corridor, causing countless small explosamthey melted the
ice tendrils. The four knights stuck onto the flemre blasted into the
air one after another.

Even as Integrity Knight Fanatio looked upon thgdypitch-
black spear drawing close like a tempest, she timbther taking a
single step. It appeared all anger and hatred neddy went absent
from her beautiful face. Her eyelids gently clos@d her mouth
slightly moved. Some sort of emotion must have bedhat, but
Eugeo could not guess at what it was.

The giant tree’s thorny tip finally scrapped itsywa the light's
origin and collided with the Heaven Piercing Swaergharp point.

First, the slender sword of white silver bent asas flicked
away, glittering as it spun in the air.
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Immediately following that, the knight herself wasown into
the air by a tremendous impact.

Fragments of the purple armor scattered as shesweyst
straight into the ceiling, smashing the wall muhait took the world’s
creation as its theme into small pieces.

Her descent was slow. Along with countless marntagrhents,
Fanatio’s body fell as though there were stringgchied to it, directly
in front of the large doors at the grand corride€ar with a dull
noise. And the second integrity knight stood noenor

The pitch-black spear gently lost their corporgadihd began to
get sucked into the black sword Kirito held, liketeeam of shadows.
When Eugeo took a look, it appeared the swordf iga@$ somewhat
enlarged like during that one battle with Raiog, ibteturned to its
original size after all of the darkness were sudkéalthe sword.

Eugeo turned back to the front and gazed overdoes left
from the fierce battle without making a noise.

The spotless marble floor and walls were meltedlan#ilen here
and there, mere shadows of their former selves fibbe at the heart
of the brawl between the huge spears of darknessdgrt in
particular, had a wide and deep trench dug thratighwvas weird
how it didn’t break through to the floor below.

The fact that two people alone brought about thushm
destruction to the Central Cathedral’s fiftiethditpthe «Grand
Corridor of Spiritual Light», not to mention howethwere just
swordsmen studying at Master Sword Academy a mevalays ago,
would not be believed by anyone aside from thosseqont.
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—But we really did it.

Eugeo muttered in his inner thought. We’ve foug¥e Df the
integrity knights, those who maintained an uncoaddl rule over
this world of humans since its creation, and we .won

Counting from Eldrie onwards, this would make naintegrity
knights we’ve drove off. According to Cardinal’s wds, there are
twelve knights stationed within the cathedral,Iseré¢’s three left. In
other words, if we just defeat a few more knights...

It was roughly the same time as Eugeo clenchingeeith.

Kirito collapsed onto his knees beside him. Thelkwvord fell
out from his right hand with a flat noise.

Tearing off his hands from the Blue Rose Swordlstdldnto the
floor in a panic, Eugeo’s upper body lurched fomvand he propped
his partner up.

“Kirito!”

The body he held back was astonishingly light dned t
extensiveness of the blood and Life flowing out wadeniable. The
skin was whiter than marble and there was no sighase shut
eyelids lifting up. Scanning his eyes over therertiody, he held his
hand over the wound that seemed the deepest, éhatdhe flank.

“System Call! Generate luminous elemént!

Gathering the three generated luminous elementiseowound,
he converted them into healing power through antadl next. He
released his hand just as the charred wound begseat up, bit by
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bit, and carried out the same treatment on the datithe left
shoulder. Normally, catalysts such as «sacred fl@sgs» were
necessary for generating luminous elements whiosuwmed much
sacred power from the surrounding area, but it Wwasnw. That was
because the Life absorbed from the five knighttheyBlue Rose
Sword had turned into sacred power and was drifinogind.

The consecutive reduction of Life should be stoppedealing
up the worst wound, but Eugeo couldn’t use any haus-type sacred
arts that could recover Life after losing a majodt it. He grasped
Kirito’s right hand with his left without any heation and chanted a
new art ritual.

“System call! Transfer human unit durability, selfeft!!"

Beads of indistinct blue light covered Eugeo’s mnliody this
time round and those immediately gathered at fidénd, then
streamed into Kirito’s body. This art which allowfmxt Life transfer
between humans had a huge effect despite thewat sisimplicity.

Thinking back about it, Kirito was the one who suéfd heavy
injuries while Eugeo barely lost any Life, both ithgrthe battle
against Deusolbert and this time as well. He cdufaivssibly pay it
back unless he handed over his Life to the brinkodibpsing.

Or so Eugeo thought, but when he felt roughly bélis Life
had finally flowed out, Kirito fuzzily opened higes and gripped
Eugeo’s hand with his left, pulling it away frormiself.

“...Thanks, Eugeo, I'm alright now.”
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“Don’t force yourself, there should be some injariedden from
plain sight left over after you went through alhtl?

“It's way better than that time those goblins caahes; I'm
more worried about that person...”

Finding the Knight Fanatio, fallen on the oppositde of the
corridor, at the end of where those black eyestpdiat, Eugeo
unconsciously bit his lips.

“...Kirito... That woman... tried to kill you...”

The moment he said that, what Kirito said immedyabefore he
activated his full control art resounded deep withis ears. Looking
downwards, he continued in a whisper.

“Can’t beat her with hatred... that was what you ssdier,
wasn'’t it? Yes, that might have been true. | waBglting that
integrity knight due to some personal grudge orduhtlirected at her,
that certainly wasn’t my reasoning for fighting...tBu But | really
can’t find myself to forgive the integrity knightid's not just their
ridiculous strength, if they had that resolve.. hi#éy possessed the
heart to protect everyone living in the Human Wotleén why can’t
they use that power and...”

Eugeo faltered, unable to speak any further. HoweKieito,
who staggered up and picked his black sword fraerfitior, nodded
as though he understood.

“I'm pretty sure those guys are stuck in their asdhqubts. If we
meet with that Knight Leader person, we might foud more about
that... Eugeo, your full control art was amazing. Yeuhe one who
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beat those knights. So there’s no need for yowtoet fyour hatred at
those humans, that Fanatio and those knights irFber Oscillation
Blades», any longer...”

“Humans... Yeah... you're right. | understood that muwdien |
fought them. She’s human; that's why she was smgtt

When Eugeo muttered that, Kirito let out a slightdh and
agreed.

“Those guys might say that they’re truly the googg and they
might truly be the bad guys in your eyes, but theliving humans
just like us. Deciding who's truly good or bad liket is impossible
for humans, I'm sure.”

Those words sounded like he was saying it out ablté could
believe in it too; a thought suddenly came to Eugeo

—Kirito. Don’t you think that would apply to the eryou got so
angry over earlier as well, the highest ministedmnistrator... the
one with an ironclad rule over the Axiom Church aodsequently,
the world?

But before he could ask, Kirito had already startatking
towards Fanatio who lay fallen before the grandrsloo

He took five, six steps before pivoting back andieged a small
bottle after searching in his pocket.

“*Oops, forgot about this. Get rid of the kids’ pamswith this,
please. Be sure to break those venomous swordshaad if they’re
holding onto anything else strange before you nth&m drink it.”
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Thinking about how he had forgotten about them al$, \&zugeo
caught the small bottle Kirito tossed and nodded.

After standing up, pulling the Blue Rose Sword frttma floor,
and turning around, the young female knights, Fanel Linel, were
the same as before, lying on the floor, paralyZée. frost covering
the surroundings had already vanished and it dei#em they
suffered any injuries from the ice tendrils or ligays.

The moment their eyes met with the approaching &utlpe girls
sulked by averting their only mobile eyeball.

Looks like we won’t be seeing eye-to-eye in a ddfd sense
from Fanatio’s case here; he held back a sigh asduehed down
and pulled out the two venomous swords, stabbduakifloor at the
tip of their noses, with both hands. Tossing thethinto the air, he
swung the Blue Rose Sword a single time as theyeammning
down.

The short swords were demolished without difficuttyning
into beads of light and vanishing as they lost.dé before they fell
onto the floor. Sheathing his beloved sword, heatqd down beside
the pair and checked over their ascetic clothegéoif they possessed
any other weapons while apologizing with a “sorry”.

Lastly, he uncorked the small bottle and pouredsthesnty
percent left of its content into both of their masitsparing half to
each of them. With this, the pair should be ableetmver from their
paralysis in a little less than ten minutes likey&aL
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It would be fine leaving them alone like this, lkitgeo who
thought, “What would Kirito say in a situation liklkeis?”, opened his
mouth after thinking for a short bit.

“...Fanatio and Kirito are that strong because thayehtheir
sacred instruments and armament full control artisat might be
what the two of you thought, being who you are,that’s wrong.
Those two are much, much stronger... they could faghéven when
hurt that badly not through their skills or weapamst through their
heart and mind; that’s also why they can use sow@rzang art rituals.
True, the two of you may be experienced with teghes for
murdering humans. But killing and winning are coeately different
matters. | didn’t notice that until today as wétough...”

Eugeo had absolutely no idea how much of his owrdso
reached them as they kept their eyes averted as bisthe first
place, he wasn’t very good at dealing with children

But still, at the very least, the pair should h&lesomething
after watching that battle as well, he was surinat. When he
recalled that innocent idle chatter from Fizel &antel, he felt like he
could believe them to not be truly bad as well.nfiig around after a
simple “see you”, Eugeo ran after Kirito.

He quickly ran his eyes left and right as he mabedugh the
strikingly devastated corridor, checking on theéustaf the four
knights under Fanatio.

It appeared all of them suffered rather deep wotirfs the
spear of light that went berserk as they weredlapsed. But as
expected of integrity knights, he couldn’t spot aoynpletely devoid
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of Life. Bleeding was minor as well, so they wolilkely be able to
move soon enough.

However, unlike them who were only dragged intoghmll
explosions,
Fanatio received the entire huge, rushing spedarness and clearly
on the verge of losing her life, even without loukiat all that blood
spilled in a large area around the fallen woman.

Stopping his feet near Kirito who knelt on a kngehme knight's
side, Eugeo silenced his breath as he peeked mho/partner’s
shoulders.

Looking from up close, the wounds all over Fanatioddy were
so horrifying, he wanted to turn his eyes away. tdeso and legs had
holes pierced by heat rays in four spots, whilerlggit arm was torn
by the ice roses’ thorns and on top of that, saxidby the aftermath
of the Heaven Piercing Sword’s final attack, legvmmactically no
place unhurt.

However, as expected, what appeared to be thetarosie was
the wound on her upper abdomen that suffered atdirefrom the
Gigas Cedar. There was a gapping cavity, as dekfasge as an
adult-sized fist, with fresh blood flowing inces#gnThe face with
her eyelids shut had changed into a faint bluistpley like her
armor’s color had made its way there, and not ev&ace of vitality
could be spotted there.

Kirito was in the process of trying out sacred &tmend the
wound as he held his hands over Fanatio’s abdoftenStacia
Window likely wasn’t open because looking at hdelserved no
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purpose at the moment. Noticing Eugeo approaciiadept his face
down and spoke with urgency in his tone.

“Help me out here, the blood won'’t stop.”
“Ah... yeah.”

Nodding and getting on his knees opposite, he gutdnds to
the same wound. After he chanted the same lumitygeshealing art
as the one he used on Kirito earlier, the blood fimm the wound
seemed to have reduced somewhat, but the goahlrigd up was
still far off.

It was evident the surrounding sacred power woeléxhausted
and the both of them would be unable to generatgnlous elements
even if they persisted in the healing. Fanatio wagubbably recover
some Life temporarily if they transferred theirgt that was useless
in the end if the blood loss wasn’t stemmed. Agas, saving the
woman’s life would require assistance from a saamediser capable
of stronger healing arts than the pair, or an rebkiegends.

Firmly biting his lips as he quietly stared at kois face, Eugeo
spoke after a moment of hesitation.

“It's impossible, Kirito. She’s losing too much lold.”

Kirito kept his eyes cast down for a while, buts@mswered in
a hoarse voice.

“I know... but if | don’t give up on thinking, there.there
should be some kind of way to get through this.dtyd'm begging
you, please think about it too.”
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That expression was filled with a sense of powsress, much
like when he was unable to prevent that maliciaislane on their
valet trainees, Ronye and Tieze, two days ago; &tejea prickling
sensation in his chest.

However, no matter how much he thought, it was @wious
that there was no method to call back the liferfgdiway before his
very eyes right now. The thought of healing ther fknights fallen
behind and having them help with the treatmenh@asthrough his
mind, but they definitely didn’t have the time tiboad carrying out
such a roundabout method. Fanatio’s Life wouldlyikee lost for all
eternity in seconds after either Kirito or Eugeapgted their healing
arts. And even if they continued with them—the sameclusion
would arrive several minutes later.

Eugeo made up his mind and informed his partnérarmost
solemn voice he could muster.

“Kirito. —You told me this when we escaped from the
underground jail, didn’t you? That | would needt®prepared to cut
down any enemy if | were to go any further. Wergwt fighting this
person on the basis of that resolve earlier? Dyt use that skill
determined to have one of you die with the othend) on? At the
very least, this person... Fanatio-san did not hiesitéer expression
showed that she put down her entire life on the.linthat's what |
believe. You should understand that too, Kirito. wasn’t at a stage
where you could win while worrying about your enemor going
easy on them.”

That was what turning not a wooden sword, but hsward
towards an opponent meant in the end. Eugeo lganhthrough his
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trembling hands, the sharp pain in his right eye, the icy terror
deep in his chest when he sliced off Humbert’'s arm.

That said, he had always believed this black-hgsather of his
had understood that from long ago—since they m#tarforest south
of Rulid.

Upon hearing Eugeo’s voice, Kirito gnashed hishtéetiether
and endlessly shook his head left and right.

“I understand... | had to understand. Both this peiad |
fought seriously... a close, earnest fight whereegitf us could have
won. But... this person will disappear if she diesedived over a
hundred years... in hesitation, in love, in painah't just let a soul
like that vanish... | mean... even if | die...”

Even if he dies—what was he trying to imply? Alinhans will
have their souls be brought before the goddesfepfStacia, when
they exhaust their Life, and vanish from the Huréorld. As long
as Kirito, despite his many mysteries, was a hurtrat,should apply
to him all the same.

Eugeo became momentarily bewildered, but that weased as
Kirito looked straight up and yelled without wargin

“Can you hear me?! Knight Leader! Your deputy’smgpio die
here! Or that elder person’s fine too! If you caahme, come down
here and help!!”

His scream echoed softly at the high ceiling fasvaband
vanished in vain. However, Kirito did not give updacontinued
shouting.
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“Anyone’s fine... there’s still some of you integriknights
around, aren’t there?! Come and help your allydrh’tdcare whether
you’re a minister or an ascetic... just get your lowttr here!!”

There was no response from above, but silence tinem
likenesses of the three goddesses, broken beyoadmgion. Not
even a gentle breeze descended upon them, letthiempeesence of
another being.

When they restored their sight, the hues of Faisatiair and
skin were unmistakably being washed out gradublér. remaining
Life was a hundred, or perhaps fifty— Eugeo, whantgd to see off
the integrity knights’ deputy leader, Fanatio Swsis Two, leaving
for the Celestial World with a silent prayer atdedried to persuade
Kirito otherwise, but he did not cease his screams.

“I'm begging you... someone! Help us out if you'retalaing!
... That’s right, come here, Cardinal! Cardinal...”

Kirito sank into silence as though something hatkéd his
throat all of a sudden.

Eugeo looked up and watched his partner’s faclagls as it
first showed a surprised expression, then a moofamsitation
before it turned into determination.

“H-Hey... what is it all of a sudden?”

However, Kirito thrust his right hand into his chaeast without
replying.

What he took out—swayed on the end of a slendenchavas
a small steel dagger.
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“Kirito—! That's-!!"
Eugeo instinctively shouted.

The same dagger dangled off Eugeo’s neck. He ctiyddaesibly
have forgotten about it; it was the dagger thad®at, previous
highest minister before she was banished, gave befane they left
the Grand Library Room. It possessed absolutelgffamsive ability,
but it connected the one stabbed by it to Cardsrddmain
temporarily. She handed them over for use on Aticd=ugeo’s and
Administrator for Kirito’s, to function as a trungard for the pair.

“You can’t, Kirito! Cardinal said she didn’'t haveyamore
prepared... that's supposed to be for the battlenagali
Administrator...”

“I know...”
Kirito groaned in a pained voice.

“But | can help her if | use this... not helping samne out even
when | have the means to do so... | just can't gre®ianything to be
higher than a human’s life.

He gazed intently at the dagger with an expres$iahwas
pained, yet filled with a resolute determination—

Kirito stabbed what was held in his right hand iIRematio’s left
hand, the only part of her body that wasn’t injunedhout any trace
of hesitation.

In that instant, the entire dagger radiated a dagalght along
with its chain.
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Without even the time to swallow his breath, thggt
disassembled into several bands of purple lightridpoking at it
closely, all of the light bands were lines of sadedters just like
those that appeared in the Stacia Window. Thecattiletters
separated from each other as they glided intoithend sank in
everywhere on Fanatio’s body.

The entire integrity knight was enveloped in a paitght with
the complete disintegration of the dagger. Eugeo gawked at the
amazing spectacle noticed the bleeding from then@an her upper
abdomen had completely ceased, somewhat belatedly.

“Kirito—"

Eugeo tried to tell him that the bleeding stoppmd,got
interrupted by a resounding voice that immediataiyne out of
nowhere.

[Goodness me, what a helpless fellow you are.]
Kirito snapped his face up as though it got repelle
“Cardinal... is that you?!”

[There's no time, don't ask the obvious.]

There was no doubt that lovely voice and unfitynglundabout
manner belonged to the previous highest minisey &ncountered in
the Grand Library Room.

“Cardinal... sorry, I...”
Cardinal bluntly cut off Kirito’s anguished voics &e tried to
talk.
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[There's no point apologizing now. ...I figureanight end up
this way ever since | saw how you fought. | underdtyour
circumstances; | will handle the treatment for Ren@ynthesis Two.
However, | will be retrieving her body over hereitasould take time
for her to recover completely.]

The purple light wrapping Fanatio’s figure shonghtly as the
voice mentioned so. Eugeo involuntarily closeddyies and by the
time he opened them again, the integrity knight alesady—
surprisingly enough, this included the pool of k@pread over the
floor—nowhere to be seen.

The several of the fragmented sacred letters csiillde seen
drifting in the air. Cardinal’s voice was transradtas their flicking
overlapped, the volume falling gradually.

“Those bugs have already noticed, so I'll make linisf.
Judging from the situation, the possibility of Adnsitrator still in her
unawakened state is high at the present momeydulfeach the
highest floor before that woman awakens, you cdela with her
without using the dagger. Hurry... there aren’t mamggrity knights
left...”

Eugeo felt the invisible passage that paved thetadlye grand
Library Room’s domain was closing rapidly. Cardisaloice became
far away in the distance and right before her preselisappeared, the
beads of light in the air flickered and fell onketfloor as they took
corporeal form.

What tumbled atop the marble with a refreshing neges two
small glass bottles.
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Kirito stared at the bottles in the shade of lagzuli as though
his energy had been sapped, but soon reachediswrto pick both
up at the same time. Looking up, he held one beatiesfingertips
and offered it.

While dropping the bottle into Eugeo’s outstretcipaém, Kirito
murmured in a low tone.

“...Sorry for that mess, Eugeo.”

“Nah... you haven’t done anything worth apologizig. fit just
surprised me a little.”

When he said so with a small smile, Kirito finaslgowed a
small one as well. Standing up while wobbling dlighhe flicked off
the small bottle’s cork.

“Seeing as she’s going to the bother of sendingfieshments,
let’s accept it with thanks.”

Standing after his partner, Eugeo pulled the céirkhe small
bottle and drank down the fluid it contained inragge gulp. He
couldn’t quite call it delicious even if he wasihyg to be polite; he
grimaced at its sourness that resembled siral viaesid of sugar,
but it felt refreshing like cold water pouring oIs lsonsciousness,
exhausted from the lengthy battle. It seemed tiat half-depleted
Lives were recovering rapidly as well, with the Bmng wounds on
Kirito’s limbs mending up in the blink of an eye.

“Amazing... it would have been great if she sent atbunch
of these, rather than just two if she was at it.”
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When Eugeo said so without thinking, Kirito shruddnpes
shoulders with a cynical smile.

“If they have a priority as high as this, it woydtbbably take a
long time to convert them inte... art rituals and transfer them.
Instead, you should be looking at how fast she...hiwa

All of a sudden, Kirito let out an agitated voiaedasprung aside,
so Eugeo stared at his partner in puzzlement.

“Wh-What is it, all of a sudden?”
“Eu-Eugeo... don’'t move, no, don’t look down.”
“Hah?”

It would be harder to not look down when told sadhing.
Instinctively looking down at his own feet, Eugewihd that
something got there without his notice and screamed

“Eek!?”

Its length was roughly fifteen cen. Countless sé#riegs stuck
out from its long and flat torso, split into minuse segments, and its
front half was atop Eugeo’s shoe. The ball-shajgethat was
apparently its head possessed a row of over teh, setheyes and
two terrifyingly long, needlelike horns protrudedrh its two sides,
slowly swaying independent of each other. It wasr of insect—
that might have been it, but its weird appearamcgdconly have been
described as repulsive. Insects are abundant ifotast south of
Rulid, but he had never seen one with such an appea before.
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Eugeo froze as his mind overloaded, but the weaisdat
searched its surroundings with its horns for anatinee seconds
before it decided to try and gently creep up loessers from his shoe,
S0 he sprung up with yet another scream.

“‘Eek...IV"

When he violently stamped down, the insect fellafto its
back, but it immediately spun about and rapidlyptikeetween his
legs. Unable to stand it climbing up again, Eugeoped up and
down over and over again, but a particular disasteurred upon
landing after jJumping numerous times.

Following a harsh ‘kusha’ noise, the sensation loihapy and
sticky object splattering open made itself knowktmeo’s sole
while the bug was magnificently pulverized undex tght shoe.

Brilliant orange bodily fluid squirted in all direons and a
pungent, offensive stench hung in the air. Eugeéaigpse to losing
his consciousness as he saw the torn-off legnstiping about, but he
desperately held down his fear, aware that thisweasituation to
faint, and looked up at Kirito in a bid for assrsta.

When he did so, the partner with whom he was caeddueart-
to-heart was apparently now three mel away andlglbacking off
even further.

“Hey... heey! Don’t you dare run away!”

Against that shrill accusation, Kirito shook higéahat turned
blue left and right in small movements.

“Sorry, | can’t really handle stuff like that.”
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“I can’'t handle them either! At all!”

“Hey, don’t bugs like that usually draw in anotli@uarteen or so
when one dies?”

“Don’t talk about things like that!!”

Determined to embrace his partner and share aaafdih him
now that things had come to this, Eugeo lowereavaist in
preparation to throw himself at him, but a purjpddt abruptly
emitted from before his feet and he froze again.

The disgusting remains were just about to disp@ateebeads of
light when he timidly looked down. The viscous €fluhusk, and such
vanished without a trace before seconds even pasgeHugeo let
out a long sigh of relief from deep inside.

Apparently confirmed that it had vanished fromdaray, Kirito
finally came back after all that time and spokeiaw solemn tone.

“...So that's it. That just now was a familiar releddy
Administrator to search for Cardinal. So it sniffeat the passage to
the library room...”

Eugeo scowled at Kirito with upturned eyes, shovahght
resentment, then reluctantly replied that he urtdeds

“Then... that means there’s a whole bunch of creatlike that
prowling around this tower? But we haven’t seemgls one until
now.”
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“Look, when we escaped into the library room frdra tose
garden, there was that rustling noise behind tle, dmht? They're
good at hiding normally, that's why I'm definitehot going around
looking for them. Besides... Cardinal mentioned sdmmegt strange,
didn’t she... that Administrator was unawakened,arneathing like
that...”

“Aah, now that you bring it up... That essentiallyans that
she’s sleeping? She already went to bed dest#! ibeing
daytime?”

Kirito rubbed his chin for a while at Eugeo’s questand then
answered as though he didn’t understand either.

“Cardinal also said that in exchange for living famdreds of
years, Administrator and the integrity knights meing themselves
in various ways. Especially Administrator who se¢mspend most
of each day sleeping, but... in that case, what gxhappens to her
control over the integrity knights and bugs like ttime just now...?”

Sunk into thought for several more seconds withhieed
looking down, he soon responded to himself whilalfling around
his forelocks.

“Well, we’ll naturally find out if we continued c¢hbing. —
Putting that aside, Eugeo, could you take a loagkyaback?”

“H-Hah?”

Kirito spun to the back before Eugeo who lookedromute
confusion. He ran his eyes over while at a lossthmre wasn'’t really
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anything strange about the black fabric of his esade from the
damage on it, matching the recurring battles.

“There’s... nothing special about it, though...”

“How do | describe this... are there any small buggng on?
Like a spider or something like that.”

“Nope, there’s nothing like that, though.”

“| see, that’s fine, then. —Well then, once agé#etis continue
on to the second half of our journey!”

Eugeo chased after Kirito, who began walking byigklvards
the corridor’s northern end after that, in a fluste

“Hey, what was that just now?!”

“It's nothing, really.”

“You're making me curious, take a look at my bao#!t
“Like | said, it's really nothing.”

During their light conversation, an occurrence eg¢péd countless
times ever since they left Rulid Village, Eugeatisoiurmured what
he truly wished to ask within his heart.

Why were you, capable of keeping your cool in aktyasion, so
distraught before the death of Fanatio, an enemy-drat was to
follow those words, [even if | die]—

Kirito, just who... are you...?

The black-clothed swordsman who stood still betose
humongous doors, possibly several times his heighthed out with
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both hands and pushed it open to the sides wethgtin. In that
instant, a chilly gale blew through and Eugeo tdrhes face away a
little.
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Part 3

What laid beyond the grand doors was a room asigug
spacious as stairwell on the southern side ofatgelcorridors Eugeo
and Kirito had ascended. Its shape was rectangsalaell, with the
deep-blue north sky visible through the long andova windows
lined up on the opposing wall.

However, an essential element couldn’t be spottethe floor
set with alternating black and white stones—thegrstaircase that
ought to lead to the fifty-first floor.

No matter how many times the spacious room wasngzhn
through, no ladders, or even a single strand of cmuld be found.
There was only a single strange, circular cavittheamiddle of the
slick and smooth floor, and not a single path méaproceed
upwards entered Eugeo’s vision.

“Th... There's no stairs.”

Muttering in surprise as he stepped into the dithdehind
Kirito, Eugeo felt a stream of cold air on his nerid drew in his
shoulders. It seemed his partner noticed it as, aslthe pair
concurrently looked straight up.

“...Wha...”
“What the heck...”

And the pair concurrently went speechless.
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There was no ceiling. A space, no, shaft in theesainape as the
room extended on beyond what their sight couldgieec They
couldn’t even estimate how much higher it continugthk in a dark-
blue darkness.

After they returned their eyes from the far-offdtdi they
realized this chasm might not be an entirely vasgate. Doors,
smaller than the one behind the pair, were fittetth ohe wall surface
at the corresponding heights for each level froenfitty-first floor
onwards, with an elongated terrace extending aealr the middle of
the chasm.

In other words, they could break into the floorsabif they
could reach that terrace—that certainly was the.cas

Eugeo reached out with his right hand and castiadigl jumping
up without thinking.

“...No way that would have reached...”

He murmured with a sigh. Even the closest terraag waturally
enough, set higher than the ceiling in the «Graodi@or of Spiritual
Light» behind and thus, over twenty mel even thioligeral
estimations.

Kirito, who looked up in the same manner at the sasked in a
feeble voice.

“Look... I'm just confirming here, but there arenttyasacred
arts to fly, right?”

“Nope.”
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A merciless, instantaneous reply.

“I mean, flying in the air’s a privilege reservealaly for
integrity knights, isn’t it? And those guys dontem fly through arts;
they ride their flying dragons...”

“So... how exactly do the humans here go back art@l forthe
fifty-first floor onwards?”

“Who knows...”

The pair tilted their heads in sync. It would befprable to
avoid it, but there might be no other way but tinmne to the grand
corridor and ask for the method to head up fronctiiapsed
subordinates under Fanatio—it happened the morheptthought
that.

“Hey, something’s coming.”

Kirito whispered in a nervous voice.

“Eh?”

He looked up at the chasm again as instructed.

He certainly saw something approaching. As thougiaigg pass
the ends of the protruding terraces that appeaddes, a black
shadow was gently descending towards them.

As he leapt away to the back with Kirito and pasigd his hand
at his sword'’s grip, Eugeo firmly stared at therapphing shadow.

It was in the shape of a perfect circle. Perhapls avidiameter of
two mel or so? It seemed like an iron disk with htswedge could be
seen glinting eerily each time it caught the blghtishining in from
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the slender windows. However, why could such agigracefully
descend in a space without supports or anythingatfsort?

Eugeo’s ears discerned a queer noise going, “wlhipagiten the
disk passed by the terrace two floors above ahataat speed. His
neck noticed a cold breeze each time that happened.

Eugeo neither ran, nor drew his sword; he simppdatstill,
dumbfounded, and gazed at how the disk grazecthack overhead
and descended right before the pair. When the hmaydrsk closed in
until sheer mel away, a small hole opened at théeec®f its
underside and he noticed the air blasting out fileene was the cause
of the mysterious noise and wind.

However, how could an iron disk float with merelyna
power—he questioned as the whooshing noise stegudily and the
metallic disk’s rate of descent rapidly fell, fiatoming to a stop as
it neatly wedged into the circular cavity, boretbithe stone floor,
with only a bump and a slight quiver.

The top surface of the disk was polished smoothdikmirror.
Detailed craftsmanship went into the silver handnaistalled on the
circular edge. A glass pipe measuring roughly oréimlength and
fifty cen in thickness stood straight up at the dhed—a single young
girl silently stood there with her two hands on tbe of the pipe,
rounded like a hemisphere.

“......!?”

Eugeo retreated another step as he put strengthimtight
hand supported by his sword’s grip. He heightensdybard, thinking
this might be a new integrity knight.
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But he immediately noticed the girl wasn’t equippdath even a
single dagger on her waist and back. Her garmgpigia black long
skirt, appeared ill-fitting for combat as well. Taely embellishment
to speak of was the modest, see-through hem krotiezlthe white
apron that hung from her chest to below her kr&@she worn no
other accessories on herself.

Her light brown hair, slightly grayed, was cut ggfd at her
eyebrows and shoulders, with hardly any distingogifacial features
on her pale complexion. It was well-ordered butwiit even a shred
of emotion. Eugeo felt her approximate age watla {rounger, but
he didn’t have any confidence it truly was.

Who exactly is this girl; Eugeo tried to look aethirl's eyes, but
he couldn’t even discern their color as they wedeldén by her
lowered eyelashes. The girl, who made no attemail &t look at the
pair's faces even after the disk stopped, tookhlaeds off the strange
glass pipe and placed them together at the froneofpron, then
bowed her head further and let out her voice ferfifst time.

“Thank you for your patience. Which floor are yoegling for,
dear sirs?”

A voice that possessed the minimum level of vactnation
and revealed no sort of emotion at all. Eugeo didear even a
fragment of anything resembling animosity, so hetlgdook his
hand off his sword. The girl’s words repeated omoge in his mind.

“Which floor... wait... Then, you're willing to bringsito the
floors above?”
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When he asked half in belief, half in doubt, the igiought
down her head that had returned to its originaitipmsonce again.

“Certainly. May | know your desired floor?”
“Well... even if you say that...”

Having thought that everyone who would appear lecfloem in
the cathedral would be an enemy, Eugeo falteredkmmving what
to say immediately. Kirito, standing at his sideen spoke in a
carefree tone; Eugeo didn’t know what exactly waisg on in that
head either.

“Erm, we're the wanted ones who invaded the catiedr
wouldn’t there be a problem with us riding on tekg no, disk?”

He girl then slightly tilted her head, but instgntturned it to its
original position and answered.

“My sole task is the operation of this elevatingkdil have not
received orders on anything else not pertaininab

“| see. Then allow me to take you up on your offer.

Kirito began briskly walking in the direction ofdldisk while
speaking those easygoing words, so Eugeo callekh @aupanicked
voice.

“H-Hey, you sure it's fine?”
“Well, it doesn’t look like there’s anything othesmy to get up.”

“That's... true, but still...”
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Eugeo was amazed how he could ride such a strdnget ovith
barely any caution immediately after going throadjtthat with the
two integrity knight children, but it was true thagither of them had
the slightest idea about how to move the disk. Reasphimself by
thinking about how they could jump onto some tegragen if it was a
trap, he followed behind his partner.

After the pair boarded the disk through the breathe luxurious
railings, Kirito peered at the glass pipe with ai@us look as he
informed the girl.

“Erm, then please bring us to the highest floorcar go.”

“Very well. Then we shall now proceed to the eigtttifloor,
«Cloudtop Garden». Kindly stay within the boundsioé¢ the
handrails.”

A response came back in no time at all and withayether bow,
the girl placed her two hands atop the pipe. Sbk ito a breath of
air—

“System call. Generate aerial elemént.

The sudden art ritual chant flustered Eugeo, imétipg it as an
attack, but that appeared to be not the case. Alftdhe aerial
elements that appeared, gleaming green, were itistcdieansparent
pipe. But he got another shock upon seeing thenbaus. There were
a whole ten of them—she must be a rather high ngn&rt user to
generate this many elements in one go.
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The girl pointed out her right thumb, index, andldie fingers
among the ten slender fingers she had on the gipesand softly
muttered.

“Burst element.

Three of the aerial elements shot out with a gfizesh in that
moment, causing a growl! to well up from below. Thetallic disk
ridden by three humans instantly began to ascetitbagh pulled
along by an invisible hand.

“So that's it! So that's how it worked, huh.”

Eugeo finally understood the basis behind how tkk bse and
fell with Kirito’s apparently delighted voice. Aatielements were
released within the glass pipe running throughdikk, which
allowed the weight of three humans and the digfite be lifted up
through blowing the resulting explosive gust dowrdga

It was a simple mechanism now that he understoduliitthe
disk’'s movement was smooth to the point of neaotfaeling
anything. Aside from the pressure he somewhatfdlte start of the
ascent, it slid through the air with hardly anytijud.

The fiftieth floor promptly went off in the distaadelow and
Eugeo was once again made aware that this smkltdidd rise to
the cathedral’s eightieth floor, that is, a heigigth enough to touch
the clouds. Wiping his sweaty palms on his troydegdightly
gripped onto the railings.

Kirito by his side, however, had a calm expressinras though
he had ridden something similar in the past, admithe setup as he
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oohed and aahed, though his interest soon shifbad the disk to the
human operating it and asked upon looking at tHe g

“How long have you been doing this job?”

The girl responded with a very slightly puzzledosiher face
still hidden.

“This would be the hundred and seventh year sinisesacred
task had been bestowed upon me.”

“A hun...”

Forgetting even about the blank below his feet,dougidened
his eyes. He questioned haltingly in Kirito’s place

“A-A hundred and seven years... you've been operahmydisk
that whole time!?”

“I haven'’t been operating it... the whole time. | @zeive a
meal break in the afternoon and of course, | aowat to rest at
night.”

“E-Erm... that’s not really what I...”
—No.

That was how it was. This girl must have had hée knozen like
the integrity knights, living atop a single metaldfor what could be
said to be an eternity.

Eugeo believed that fate was far more cruel, mbesdoned,
and more bleak than even the integrity knights, wé&woted their
unlimited time to battle.
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The metallic disk slowly but steadily ascended. Ghk
concealed all emotion below her lowered eyelastresting aerial
elements anew whenever they were spent, and nedetiem yet
again. Eugeo wondered how many times had she exp#sit verse,
“burst’, muttered with each cycle, but of course, it wasily beyond
his imagination.

“You... what’s your name?”
Kirito suddenly asked.

The girl inclined her head for the longest timdag before
replying in a murmur.

“My name... | cannot remember it. All of the deasssand
madams have referred to me as «Elevating Operditewating
Operator... that is my name.”

It seemed even Kirito had no response for this.eguwho
inadvertently counted the passing terraces and ax@rttwenty, felt
an urge to fill the silence pressing on his baak epened his mouth.

“...Hey... hey, we’re here to defeat the important geags the
Axiom Church. Those who charged you with this sddask.”

“| see.”

That was all the girl replied with. But Eugeo conted with his
words, probably without any particular goal in mind

“If... the church cease to exist and you get freedfthis sacred
task, what will you do...?”

“...Freed...?”
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After repeating in an unsteady tone, the girl nafakedating
Operator kept up her silence as they passed bhanie terraces.

Having taken a look up, Eugeo realized a graymogihad
appeared in their way unaware. That must be thermsie of the
cathedral’s eightieth floor. They were finally abéw step foot into
the true core of the Axiom Church.

“I... know nothing of the world aside from this eléway disk.”
The girl suddenly spoke in faltering words.

“As such... | am unable to decide upon a new sa@skidven at
your insistence... however, if you have meant ihiea $ense of
something | wish to do...”

Her face that had been hung down this entire tifrellup and
the girl gazed at the long and narrow windowsdita the wall at the
right—at the clear northern skies that laid beytrem.

“...I would like to fly freely on this elevating disk in those
skies...”

The girl’'s eyes he first saw were a deep, deegomdiue, much
like the blue skies at the height of summer.

The instant the final aerial element twinkled ofiexistence, the
disk reached the thirtieth terrace and gently ceaestop.

The elevating operator girl took her hands offgleess pipe,
placed them together before her apron, and toaea dow.

“Thank you for your patience, we have arrived atéightieth
floor, «Cloudtop Garden».”
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“...Thanks.”

Both Eugeo and Kirito lowered their heads and g ¢the
terrace from the disk.

The girl lifted her head no more, and after anothgd bow, she
entrusted the disk’s descent to the weakeningladement. The
gushing sound, like a cold wintry wind, immediatéged off in the
distance and its form vanished in the depths obthe darkness, that
small steel world it had been shut away for akktrnity.
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Eugeo took a deep breath without realizing it.

“...1 thought my last sacred task was the worst enwlorld when
it came to being endless, but...”

After he murmured that, Kirito raised his eyebramsl glanced
at him.

“So it had been enough of a blessing that | coeldle after
growing old and become unable to swing that axeswlhcompare it
to that girl's sacred task, it’s just...”

“Cardinal said that freezing a person’s Life froaducing
naturally through art rituals is no protection agaithe soul’s aging.
That it would slowly encroach on one’s memories trad person
would break in the end.”

Kirito, who replied in a depressed tone, swungolaidy with
force, as though trying to sever that line of tHa@nd turned his
back on the deep shatft.

“What the Axiom Church is doing is wrong. That'sywve're
here to defeat Administrator. But that’s not thd émeverything,
Eugeo. The real challenges lie beyond that...”

“Eh...? Don’t we just have to leave the rest to Qamtisan from
earlier if we defeat Administrator?”

Kirito moved his lips when Eugeo asked, as thouglwvhs about
to say something, but an uncertainty unlike hisalidecisive self
appeared in his black eyes and he ended up avéisrigce.

“Kirito...?”
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“...No, let's talk more about that after we recoveicA. This
isn’t any time to be thinking about unnecessarif.stu

“That's... true, but still.”

Kirito began to walk across the terrace at a e, as though
escaping from the look coming from Eugeo, tilting head. Eugeo
chased after him with an inexplicable emotion, dfteling of tension
welling from the depths of his body swept awayflmssy doubts in
the blink of an eye after the huge doors toweriniipe@ end of the
short terrace entered their sight.

Seeing as five integrity knights were gatheredhanfiftieth
floor, the person coordinating the countermeasagasnst intruders—
likely the Chief Elder person Fanatio mentioned imieinded to stop
the two of them there by all means. The fact thay tactually
repelled the knights’ fierce assault and achievetbry somehow
must have been close to a miracle.

Them breaking through that defensive line and dinglup this
close to the highest floor was sure to have thatf@Eider finally
sending out those with high battle potential withloolding back. The
«Knight Leader» along with all of the remainingagtity knights, as
well as the high ranking sacred art users, thosstsrand ascetics,
might be lying in wait beyond this door, for examypteven such a
thing was relatively possible.

But as long as there is no other path, we can tlangpbut to
break through any barrier standing before us frioeftont.

We can do it. With both Kirito and me here.
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Eugeo firmly exchanged looks with his partner, dtag at his
side, and nodded together. Reaching out with tieaads
simultaneously, they placed their palms on thedatft right doors
respectively and strongly pushed them.

The stone doors slowly began opening to the leftraght with a
grave noise.

His five senses absorbed the colors spreadingedatdhis eyes,
the murmuring of water, and a fragrant scent dtrti@ment, causing
a brief dizziness.

There was no mistake they were inside the towes.Seme
white marble as the floors below could be seehafdr end.

However, the spacious floor was not covered inestike
previously. Instead, a thick, soft-looking lawn whgving there.
Sacred flowers of various colors, apparently thes® of the scent,
were fully bloomed here and there on the lawn.

What astonished him further was a small, pure strié@wving a
short distance away, its water surface glitterimip \wght. A slender
brick path stretched out from the door the paiodtat, cutting
through the lawn, and continuing on after a woadbletige spanning
over the small stream.

A small hill appeared to be beyond the stream.d@dtb snaked
up over the inclined ground with an abundance obimiing flowers.
Having followed the path with his sight, Eugeo netl a single tree
growing at the crown of the hill.
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It wasn't that large as a tree. He could spot daden leaves and
small, orange flowers in the shape of a cross erihim branches.
Solus’s light, streaming in from the window on thall fitted near the
ceiling far above, was precisely cast onto the araekits countless
flowers sparkled as if they were gold.

Its glassy, thin trunk also bathed in the sunlmi shone—and
at its roots, too, was a remarkably dazzling golsi@endor—

Eugeo was unaware of the quiet sound that escapedHis own
mouth.

Each and every thought he had came to a stantistilhstant he
saw that girl sitting against the tree trunk witlr eyelids closed.

As if she was a phantasm brought about by theghnli
beautifully streaming through the tree, all of gw's form was dyed
in golden light. The magnificent armor covering beper body and
arms were white with golden embellishments, heglskirt was pure-
white as well, with golden thread embroidered dghtfabric, and
even her polished, white leather boots dispersathatemished
brilliance upon receiving the sunlight streaming in

However, what sparkled the brightest was her digdntiowing,
long hair. The straight hair, that was like molgatd, drew a perfect
arc as it closed in to her waist from her petitadhgroducing a
cascade of sublime light.
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A radiance he saw practically every day, a longtago in the
past. He knew neither its value nor its transiepading on that hair
in jest and tying twigs onto it.

That golden brilliance, a representation of frigmgsaspiration,
and an indistinct affection, had transformed witt ja single day,
gaining no connotations but that of Eugeo’s weagnepulsiveness,
and cowardice. And that glimmer he should have nbgen able to
see again was now within his reach once more.

“Ah... Ali... ce...”

Without even noticing the hoarse voice spilling fsat his own
mouth, Eugeo tottered forward.

He raggedly followed the brick path. Neither thigeshing scent
of the sacred flowers nor the soothing sound oftthter registered in
Eugeo’s awareness any longer. Only the heat frensweaty hand
tightly clenched onto his coat breast and the datlgd seemed to
pulse within the fabric secured Eugeo to this world

Crossing the bridge spanning over the small stremawing
near the slope. There were already less than twealyntil the
crown of the hill.

When he looked up, he could clearly see the dgake slightly
turned downwards. No emotion at all showed on Hataypractically
clear skin. She merely remained silent with heisesraut, her mind
seemingly drifting among the sunlight’s warmth ane flowers’
scent.

—Is she asleep?
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If 1 get closer like this and just stab the dagadttle into those
fingers interlocked above her lap... would that e dhd to
everything?

It was when that thought flashed into Eugeo’s mind.

Alice’s right hand rose without a sound and Eugé@art
pounded as his feet stopped.

Her charming lips moved and a nostalgic voice reddfis ears.

“Allow me a little more time. It has been a whilace we had
such good weather, so | would like to let this @lubsk in the
sunlight more.”

Her eyelids, framed by her golden eyelashes, gdfidg up.

The only pair of eyes dyed in blue in the worldked at Eugeo
straight in the eye.

Eugeo saw a vision of Alice’s gaze softening, defarming on
her lips.

However, the blue in her lucid eyes was not thelgamlor of
the sky it once was. It was color of ice that remadifrozen for ten
thousand years, not melting regardless of how nsuckight it was
bathed in. Impaled by a gaze that regarded thedats coldly, Eugeo
could not move his legs.

As expected, a fight was unavoidable.

Even if she lost her memories, he had to drawvward towards
that girl, who was no doubt Alice Schuberg fromiBuT o return her
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to how she was. No matter how difficult he miginidfthe battle to
accept.

His body felt Integrity Knight Alice Synthesis Thyis true
strength two days ago, when his cheek was strudtebgcabbard.
Eugeo might have been taken unaware by that simgleut he
couldn’t even follow it with his eyes. It would pr® to be next to
impossible to suppress a swordsman of such skitloui suffering
heavy injuries, wouldn’t it?

She was no opponent to go easy on.

—Sitill, could I actually sever even a single strafidhat golden
hair?

Seeing as | can’'t even take another step forwat@ldbne draw
my sword.

Kirito spoke from behind Eugeo, standing still froine sudden
conflict, his words clear despite being somewhairbe.

“You don’t fight, Eugeo. Think only about stabbi@grdinal’'s
dagger into Alice properly. I'll stop her attacks ffou even at the
cost of my own life.”

“Bu... but.”

“There’s no other way, the situation will get wotke more we
dragged out the battle. I'll take Alice’s firstatk on instead of

dodging and restrain her like that, so use thageagght away. Got
it?”
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He firmly bit his lips. In the end, he made Kiritee one who
bled in both the battle against Deusolbert and#itde against
Fanatio. Despite how this reckless plan of challenpghe Axiom
Church originally stemmed from nothing more thamé&nis personal
agenda.

“...sorry.”

When he muttered with shame, Kirito replied in agt@ little
closer to his usual.

“You don’t have to apologize; I'll have you payait back
several times over soon enough. ...Still, putting gsade...”

“...? What's the matter?”

“No... from what | can see, she doesn’t look like’'stemed.
Besides... who was she talking about when she gaid,child’...?”

As guided, he focused his eyes on Alice, stilirgitiatop the hill.
Her eyelids were once again closed and slightly dasn; when he
looked at her waist, the golden scabbard that eanijere when they
first encountered her at the Master Sword Acadeentamly wasn't
there now.

“Maybe she leaves her sword behind when she’sgesii
something like that... That would be a great helputgh.”

Muttering in a tone that showed his lack of beireguch a thing,
Kirito brushed against his black sword’s grip whils left hand.

“It's not nice towards Alice, but it’s not like wean go along
with her until she’s done basking in the sun. Weesthe has a sword
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or not, challenging her now should prevent her fdranting the full
control art at least. Honestly, it's the best walddiope for if we can
settle this without her using that.”

“I guess you're right... my full control art doesnise up that
much of my sword’s Life, so | believe | can stiflalit another two
times today, though...”

“That’ll be helpful. That said, one more time’s timait on my
side. And there should still be that Knight Leagey after Alice.
Well... let's go.”

Kirito took a step forward with a small nod.
His mind made up, Eugeo followed behind.

Leaving the brick path snaking around the hillytheaded
straight for the peak. Their footsteps on the l@aaunded out.

Alice softly stood up when the pair climbed up thiéhalfway.
Her frozen eyes that revealed not a single shresoftion stared
down at the pair beyond her half-open eyelids.

As though her glance had cast some sort of aglyihis two feet
grew heavy in that instant. Despite how it was obsithat no sword
belt could be seen on Alice, Eugeo felt his fetige to approach the
girl any further. Was fear carved into his bodyeagjtist a single blow
to his cheek? But even if that was so, Kirito'st@&iemed to have lost
its strength as well, as he walked in front, did?t

“...At long last, you'’ve made your way this far, hatteyou.”

Alice’s clear voice shook the air once again.
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“I judged that having Eldrie alone on alert in tlhse garden
would be sufficient to cope with the both of yoteewn the off
chance that you could escape from the undergraihdHowever,
you have eliminated him and moreover, cut down Diagst-dono
and even Fanatio-dono who possessed sacred instisjmeeepping
onto the grounds of this «Cloudtop Garden».

Her arched eyebrows formed into a faint scowl. ¥biee from
her cherry blossom lips had a hushed sorrowful tanidy

“What exactly was it that bestowed such power dnéotwo of
you? Why exactly would you come to jolt the traniguof the
Human World so? Why do you not understand that @delrity
knight injured would be a considerable setback taw#he
preparations against the forces of darkness?”

—It’s for you, that's all to it.

Eugeo cried out in his heart. But he knew it wamlglan nothing
to Integrity Knight Alice standing before his ey®agen if he voiced it
out. Firmly clenching his teeth, Eugeo merely pstdil into moving
his feet forward.

“As | thought—it appears | shall have to ask witi sword.
Very well... if that is what the two of you wish.”

Her words like a sigh, Alice placed her right hamdthe tree
trunk by her side as a support.

But doesn’t she not have a sword—

Eugeo thought that at nearly the same time Kiritwtlout a “no

way”.
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Light flashed out in the next instant and the sisialiree
growing on the hill's peak disintegrated.

11 !?”

A somewhat belated sweet and refreshing fragraamashly
drifted out and it completely vanished.

Before they knew it, Alice’s right hand held ontéaailiar long
sword with its slender form. Not only the scabbdmat, everything
from the guard to the pommel were made from a dagzgold. A
cross-shaped flower design decorated the guard.

Eugeo couldn’t immediately understand what had oecl

The tree vanished, the sword appeared. In otheilsytinat tree
transformed into the sword? But Alice didn’t vomet any art rituals.
Even if this was simply an illusionary art or sosuper high ranking
sacred art for transmutation, it was impossibleawy it out without
reciting the ritual’s verses.

No. If that tree changed its appearance basedyponeflice’s
mental image—that would, essentially—

Having arrived at a conclusion a moment quickerit&iet out a
deep moan.

“Crap, this isn’t good... could that sword alreadyités full
control state?”

Scowling down at the pair who stood upright, Alreesed the
sword horizontally with both hands.
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Jyaa! The blade, unsheathed with a screech, wabidysebright
golden yellow distinctly more intense than evengbabbard,
glistening radiantly as it reflected Solus’s light.

Kirito launched a savage assault a moment afterast unclear
what kind of power Alice’s sword wielded, but hkdly judged that it
would be best to bring it into a close-range figétore the control art
was activated. Fiercely shredding up the greersglresclimbed
eighty percent of the hill in ten mere steps.

While gripping onto the chain at his chest, Eugeantically
chased after his partner as well. Kirito seemdubtce no intention of
drawing his sword. It appeared he intended to Alae’s first attack
with his body as he had said. Even if that seatdiovement, it
would hardly last for long. Thus, Eugeo definitagd to fulfill his
role of stabbing her with the dagger without lgjtthe chance escape.

Alice’s expression didn’t change one bit even wiloleking at
the approaching black-clothed swordsman. With aondhat
appeared careless, she lightly brandished the swdrer right hand.

Kirito had yet to enter slashing range. It wasliike far-range
offensive art like Deusolbert’s or Fanatio’s. latiwas the case, even
if the initial attack stops Kirito’s advance, Eugdwould be able to get
into range to stab with the dagger by using that ga

Settling his thoughts in an instant, Eugeo chargea@pproach
to an angle different from Kirito’s and kept rungin

Alice’s right hand softly swung forward.

The golden blade—vanished.
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“!?H

To be accurate, it didn’t vanish. It would be maoeurate to say
that it disassembled. The sword split into hundidfiousands of
flakes and assailed Kirito as a golden squall.

“Guah!!”

Engulfed in a countless shimmer, Kirito got knockieavn
stiffly with a groan.

Making full use of the opportunity made by his pan, Eugeo
clenched his teeth and ran forward.

However, the golden wind that attacked Kirito dido’st stop
there. It caused a noise like a chilly gale andddrto the left in
midair, sweeping at Eugeo from the side.

He could hardly stay on his feet after such an ichp&s though
he was sent flying by a giant’s palm, Eugeo cokabsnto the right
as well.

Each flake, measuring less than a cen long, was absurd
weight. Thrown onto the lawn, Eugeo experiencedraihg pain
over his entire left arm that shielded his faceitis¢ant the golden
squall came attacking and desperately held dowddsge to scream
and writhe.

The countless golden flakes, that stopped thegpagsault so
easily, drew an arc as they whirled and returnelite’s side.
However, they didn’t turn back into the form ofvaasd but stayed
drifting around the knight.
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On closer examination, the all of the small flakese crosses
formed together by even smaller diamond shapes Weee the same
as the design on the guard—which meant they wersedme shape as
the flowers of that tree growing on the hill.

“—Are you mocking me? How could you even run tovsanae
without drawing your sword?”

Alice quietly rebuked without expressing even ac&pef
emotion as always.

“The attack earlier was meant to serve as a warkiogvever,
the next will wipe out all of your Life. Show md gbu got; for the
sake of all the knights the two of you have defeédelis far as well.”

She went—easy?
Despite that absurd power...?

In Eugeo’s sight as he shivered from the depthgsoheart, the
innumerous golden flowers made a loud “jyakii” reois tandem.
When he looked harder, he saw the tips of the petails, which have
been smooth and rounded thus far, taper into & pbarper than a
slender sword’s tip. He wouldn’t get away with jastlapsing like
earlier if he got struck by such a thing. His skiould be torn apart
and it would probably even slice through his bones.

A profound dread became cold water that forcedf its®
Eugeo, numbing his limbs.

Even if there was only one of those golden flovibese by its
own self, his Life would swiftly decrease if it suhrough his vitals.
And yet the flakes glistening around Alice noweglix magnificent
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shower of blossoms, numbered over two or three treasd It was
impossible to deflect all of them with a sword awen with that said,
it was also next to impossible to dodge that stofrilowers capable
of high-speed and unrestrained movement in théraather words,
Alice’s full control art was unbelievably completad also
almighty—

Yes, it was unbelievable.

The armament full control art with sacred instrutsemas
certainly a powerful skill, but still, there wernenits. This art’s true
nature is converting the «memories» held by thgmsiof the
weapons, that is, whether it was hot, cold, hask, fand such, into an
offensive ability and it couldn’t help but to dateate in other
aspects, the more it specializes in a particular on

Like Deputy Knight Leader Fanatio’s full controk avas
repelled by a small mirror Kirito created, as autesf specializing
too much in piercing a single point with a concated light ray.

It was unknown what sort of existence that smak that
seemed to be the origin of Alice’s sacred instrunogice was, but if
the power within it was divided so small, into sugkat numbers—
that is, if it pursued only accuracy, each petahauo have lost much
more of their might. No matter how Eugeo thougtdudht, having
one flake that wasn’'t even a cen long possesdade af a giant’s
fist, as he had experienced with his own body edetfihat theory.

If it could induce such a phenomenon, that sletr@erthat
bloomed with orange flowers must have been giveulaa-high
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priority, surpassing even the origin of Kirito’s s, the «demonic
tree», Gigas Cedar...

Kirito who collapsed in front, on the left, seentechave also
thought of the same matter as Eugeo in an insaritis raised side
profile was pale with shock and fear.

However, he, who knew not the meaning of givingglpnced at
Eugeo with those eyes that retained their glintraoged his lips
silently.

«Chant». —Get started on it.

Indeed, it was no longer possible to break thraigh storm of
petals from the front. Hence, there was no choigddshackle its
master withe the Blue Rose Sword’s full control Atice was
waving the sword with only its grip remaining imaiwith the petals’
movement earlier. In other words, that would méenflower cluster
wasn’'t manipulated entirely by its master’s will.

Still knocked down unsightly, Eugeo gently brushesleft hand
against the Blue Rose Sword’s grip and began amguiitie full
control art at a volume that was practically in&leli There was
nothing more that could be done if Alice noticed attacked, but
Kirito should do something about that.

As he predicted, Kirito got up in an exaggeratediomy as
Eugeo started the chant, and shouted in a tense.voi

“I wish to apologize for my disrespectful condumivards the
honorable integrity knight! I, Swordsman-in-traigiKirito, would
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like to formally request anew, for a duel usingioady swords with
Integrity Knight Alice!”

After hitting his chest with his right fist and tag a bow, he
held onto the sword at the left of his waist bygitg. The jet-black
blade drew out with a loud and shrill “jyari” andcag/raised up high as
though it was trying to split the golden light cawng the knight into
two.

Alice gazed hard at the black-clothed swordsmah thbse blue
eyes that felt as though they could see throughythiag and replied
after a single blink.

“—Very well, | shall test how deeply embedded yaucked
hearts lie through swordsmanship.”

She gently swung the grip in her right hand. Wttt the
countless golden flowers floating around whirleddods Alice’s
hand with the sound of flowing waves, leaving feapg as they
aligned themselves in front of the grasped hamdimetallic “jyakin”
rang out and the flakes combined, returning téoits1 as a golden
long sword.

Facing Alice, who placed the sword in a middle seawith
graceful motions and tried to advance like that Waito, who
prepared his sword in a lower stance; he calledahér once again.

“One of us will inevitably fall after an exchangeswords, so |
implore you to tell one thing beforehand. | beli¢hat tree atop the
hill earlier was your sacred instrument’s form ygbne times, but
why does such a small tree possess such power?”
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It was obviously a question for buying time, butitG truly
wanted to know the mystery behind the golden svgoall control
art, probably. Of course, Eugeo was highly intryas well. He
strained his ears while continuing the chant.

Alice stood still after taking three steps forwasihe kept her
silence for a while, and then moved her lips ighdlimotions.

“There is no purpose in telling the two of you wytibur
iImminent deaths, but... | suppose it could serve @sexrsion on your
way to the Celestial World. My sacred instrumentasned, «Fragrant
Olive Sword». As its name implies, it was onceagyfant olive tree
with no irregular aspects to it at all.”

The fragrant olive was a small-sized tree that pced small
orange-colored flowers in the autumn. It rarelywgreaturally in the
vicinity near Rulid, but now that she mentioned#,had seen it
countless times in the capital. It couldn’t be daithe of a rare
variety, like the Gigas Cedar of which only ones¢ad in the world.

“Yes, it was merely a small tree as you've saidcdpt it was the
only one to have lasted that long. —This placeGkatral Cathedral
IS built on now was the «Starting Land» bestoweahujhe humans
by the Goddess of Creation Stacia in the long-phaseient times. A
beautiful spring gushed forth from the heart ot graall village and a
single fragrant olive grew at its bank... or so tinstfchapter says in
the records of creation. That very tree was thgirail form of my
sword. | hope you understand; this Fragrant Olmerd is the oldest
existence among all things in nature of the HumaorldV’

“Wh... what did you...”
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Compared to the astonished Kirito, Alice continpatching her
words together without emotion.

“This sword is the reincarnated form of a tree giliee by the
goddess. Its attribute is «eternal immortality»eikwne of those
fluttering petals could split a rock it touchedboeak the ground... as
you have tasted with your own body earlier. Have yoderstood
what exactly you've been pointing your blade at?”

“...Yeah, | definitely got it.”
Kirito spoke with his persistently formal speealmily off.

“| see, it's the first immortal object set down the goddess... so
that’s it, huh. Geez, the things coming at us atérgg more and more
ridiculous... even so, it's not like | can keep bealgawestruck.”

Kirito slowly swung the black sword, probably mualerior to
the Fragrant Olive Sword even if they possessdhsesype of origin,
iInto an upper stance and cried out.

“Now then, Integrity Knight Alice... let’s start oumatch again!”

The air shook as the black-clothed swordsman kickethe
ground. He charged forward at Alice, standing gndbthe hill, at a
velocity that made it hard to believe he was gaipgill.

Regardless of how ridiculous Alice’s sword was,itéimust be
thinking that he could gain the advantage if hadsiout a
consecutive hits skill in close-range combat. Hanaduld deal with
the high-speed consecutive attacks in the eardittlebbecause she
learnt them through her personal circumstancessisbeld have been
an exception among the integrity knights.
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As Kirito and Eugeo predicted, Alice obedientlysed her
sword overhead against Kirito’s downwards slaste Bouldn’t be
able to guard her middle when the downwards slashects to a
middle one with her speed.

The sword Kirito swung down turned into a bolt ¢ddk
lightning and collided with the Fragrant Olive Swpscattering
bluish-white sparks.

However, it did not immediately continue into thia¢oretical
second hit.

After all, compared to how Alice’s sword barely neal Kirito,
the one on the offensive, was heavily repelled bikekhe hit a large
rock with a twig, destroying his stance.

“Uoah...”

Turning towards Kirito who lost his balance on ghent surface
and stagger for two, three steps, Alice approaehtdfootwork as
smooth as a flowing stream.

Even the fingers on her outstretched left hand \wenating out.
Her body was extended wide, her golden sword ras@aight behind.
It was a traditional style that couldn’t be saidbw®fitted for actual
combat unlike the Aincrad style, but her appearaviven coupled
with her flowing golden hair and fluttering skirew sublime like a
framed painting.

“Eeeh!”
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The sword drew a semi-circle as it launched artladongside
that shrill and clear scream. The speed was fiighte But those
movements were far too exaggerated.

Having recovered his stance, Kirito had enough tiongpare to
place his sword at his left.

Gakaan! The two swords collided with that loud eois

The one to spin like a top while getting blown awiiaig time
was Kirito once again. Thrusting his hand ontoghass, he narrowly
avoided falling down while sliding down to the badehe hill.

At this stage, Eugeo, too, understood what wasraocubefore
his eyes at last.

The weight behind their individual hits were on qoetely
different levels.

Kirito had the black sword, possessing a priotfiigttcould be
considered high among most sacred instrument,Feddnsecutive
hits skills of the Aincrad style, that drove awaymerous integrity
knights, but the Fragrant Olive Sword that Alicereal was probably
hiding a weight several times that of the black liAswithin itself. It
was a difficult enough task to stop its attackalene repel it, when it
was swung at such a speed.

No, that wouldn’t be the end of it. As was madeaclay the
initial conflict, Kirito was the one to get reputkeven when he was
on the offensive. This wouldn’t be much of a fight.
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Kirito seemed to have realized that fact and qyiskbod up,
though he did take several more steps down witifiegr expression.
Alice chased behind as though she was gliding.

The ensuing battle could be said to be Kirito'stflvattle in these
two years that developed so one-sidedly.

Alice delivered slash after slash with a dance-fjkace. Kirito
tried his best to take them on but got blown awasightly each time.
He would have chances at a counterattack if he@pdgely by
shifting his body, but Alice’s sword was dreadfullyick with superb
aim despite its hefty size, making it extremelydhtr evade them
cleanly.

Finished with the art ritual chant even while tréimip with fear,
Eugeo chased after the pair who continued movingiahVith things
proceeded this far, he had no choice but to aetitred armament full
control art while Kirito took on an attack somehow.

After merely five exchanges of offense and defewsieh took
next to no time, Kirito had already been drivethi® western wall.
Behind him was solid marble with all routes of gsxaut off.

Pointing her sword at the enemy, now stuck in aipsment,
Alice spoke with a refreshing expression.

“| see. —You are the second to have endured myglettdnis
long. It seems you have climbed this tower witlaia level of resolve
and faith. However... it is not at all enough to sviag church. As |
thought, | cannot allow the two of you to upset ¢theer of the
Human World.”
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The golden knight’s refined standing posture shoned
opening. She could probably instantly deal with &ugctivating the
art ritual, even if it was behind her.

Kirito—say something. A short moment’s fine, malex et her
guard down.

Eugeo prayed with all he had as he ran, but himeamerely
leaned his back against the marble wall, his twesayfittering, and
made no further attempt to speak even a single .word

“Well then—prepare yourself.”

The Fragrant Olive Sword readily traced an ard psinted at
the sky, wielded vertically.

A fleeting silence.
Tearing through the air, the golden light rushed on

His two eyes opened to their limits, Kirito movad hght hand
so fast it became a blur.

A shrill, metallic noise. A streak of sparks.

He didn’t take it on, but let it flow past. The swde made
contact at the lowest possible angle and Alicesuatlly heavy attack
was averted by the slightest bit.

What the Fragrant Olive Sword pierced through \aittull
impact was—a cen left of Kirito’s head, the smowtdrble wall. The
cut black hair scattered into the air and vanished.

Kirito immediately leapt at Alice. He pinned dowretknight's
right hand with his left and entwined her left awnith his right. She
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hadn’t quivered even once until now, but Alice’seks still twitched
at that all the same.

—Now.
“Enhance armament!!

Eugeo thrust the Blue Rose Sword into the lawnsataet with
that scream.

His surroundings froze white in just an instantwave of frost
spread forth with impetuous strength, swallowingtkiand Alice
roughly ten mel away.

Countless ice tendrils immediately reached out ftoenpair’s
feet all at once. All of them became clear, bluackles as they coiled
and twined about the connected pair’s figures.t&siblack clothes
and Alice’s white armor were discernibly being ledcaway by a
thick layer of ice.

Kirito—Alice, forgive me!

Crying out in his heart, Eugeo continued creathmgite tendrils.
It was doubtful any amount of shackles would seffiath that
Integrity Knight Alice as the target.

The tendrils that twined over them one after anothth stiff
noises soon changed into a single thick icicle.

The transparent pillar with its multiple layersseenbling crystal
ore, quietly glittered with both swordsmen trappethin it. All that
stuck outside was Alice’s right hand and the Frag@live Sword
held in it, pierced into the wall. Alice’s express) showing slight
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surprise, and Kirito’s expression, resolved fortdeeemained still
within the blue ice.

Everything would end by stabbing the dagger in&d grm.

Eugeo separated his hand from the Blue Rose Swardtaod
up. Letting go of the sword would release the ¢olhtrol art, but the
thick icicle should take tens of minutes to mekunally. Firmly
gripping the dagger in his pocket with his righhtdahe took one, two
steps forward—

He took the third step as golden light exploded.

Alice’s sword, stabbed into the wall, split intoucless flower
petals in the frightened Eugeo’s vision.

Zaa... That grim chord resonated as the golden stbffowers
engulfed the icicle.

Eugeo could do nothing but to watch in a daze asthall, cross
blades swirled like a tornado, quickly shavingiteeaway. Eugeo’s
Life would likely be extinguished if he dove straignto that vortex,
before taking even a single step forward.

Shaving the ice away, the storm of flowers soagdthuhe air
after only a thin layer remained.

The icicle crumbled with a short-lived noise imnadly after.

Hurling Kirito, still holding on, towards Eugeo \Wiher left
hand, Alice spoke with a tone that remained indgife while shaking
off the ice flakes clinging onto her hair.
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“—Did the two of you not request for a contest kiflavith the
sword? It served as fair bit of amusement, butwais apparent that
mere ice had no chance of restraining my flowemirurn will
come next, so do behave yourself and wait.”

When she lightly stretched her right hand out fiineer petals
drifting above instantly gathered and returnedg®riginal sword—

“Enhance armament!!
Kirito was the one who screamed.

No one knew when he had finished chanting thecfuitrol art,
but strands of darkness gushed out from the blackdsheld in his
two hands.

His aim was not Alice herself—

It was the Fragrant Olive Sword right before it ¢oned
together.

HEh . !11
Alice let out a shocked voice for the first time.

The torrent of darkness scattered the countlesseflpetals and
threw them out of control.

Guaaah! A thundering roar split his ears as theést a blend
of pitch-black and gold, blew violently. They interaved, swirled
together, and slammed into the marble wall behihceA

‘Eugeo—1!"

Kirito’'s scream.
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Right. This was, definitely, the last chance.

Eugeo pulled the dagger from his bosom and kickkthe
ground.

Just eight mel to Alice.

Seven mel.

Six mel.

Then. Something beyond everyone’s expectationsroad.u

The abnormally powerful torrent brought forth bifug the full
control arts from both sacred instruments struekGentral

Cathedral’s wall and a myriad of cracks spreadovet its entire
length.
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Along with a roar that seemed to shake even thedilal World,
the massive marble—those white walls, that weraghoto be
unbreakable like the «immortal walls», collapsed.

Blocks of stone were forced outside and the haated rapidly
widened before his eyes.

Eugeo stared at the blue skies and white sea oflslpeeking
from beyond, flabbergasted.

A sudden, violent gust knocked into Eugeo fromlbek and he
was forced onto the grass. The air within the towas being sucked
out through the hole in the wall. The pair righki® the hole could
do naught to resist that flood of air.

The sight of the black-clothed swordsman and théegoknight
entangling with each other and getting hurled duhe tower burnt
itself into Eugeo’s eyes.

“Uwaaaaah!!”
While screaming, Eugeo crept towards the hole ewihll.

What can | do—make a rope with sacred arts—nou$é ice
from the Blue Rose Sword to save those—

He wasn’t given the time to put those thoughts adton.

The stones making up the marble wall that shoule: Iiallen
outside gathered together as though time had lB»emund and
started to join together across the entire lenfthewall.

Clung, clung, those dull noises rang out each timehole
contracted—
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“Aaaaaah!!”

And snugly closed up before Eugeo’s eyes, a scesmaping
from him while he rushed over as quickly as he @pa$ though
nothing had actually happened.

He feverishly hammered with his fists. Twice; tletic

Even after his skin broke and his blood sprayedtbet
recovered wall remained unblemished, not showisipgle sign of
damage.

“Kirito——!! Alice "

The white and glassy marble cruelly dismissed Elsgezreams.

(to be continued)
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Afterword

Thank you very much for reading Sword Art Online 12
‘Alicization Rising’. The Alicization arc had proeded on with
‘Beginning’, ‘Running’, and ‘Turning’, getting tde fourth volume
before | knew it and the end should be getting witlight, but... it
feels like Kirito-san and Eugeo-san have been chionoip the whole
time, doesn'tit... Well, you see, the Central Cataéts a hundred-
story building like Aincrad, so it must be horrilieclimb up,
definitely. They should reach the highest flootha next volume, so
| would be glad if you could accompany them as ttleyib the stairs
for a little longer!

Of course, the ‘Rising’ subtitle was stuck on wtitle
connotation of ‘ascending’, but when talking abstatrs, it seems the
right term would beo up rather thamise. Please don't get it wrong
If it comes out in your sacred tongue, or ratheglish testsGo up
the stairsmeans to ‘go up the stairs’!

The 1st volume was published in April 2009, so1g&h
volume’s release date in April 2013, would mean3#® series had
been going on for a whole four years. In the stdnye take the
beginning to be when SAO started its service iné\olver 2022, the
Alicization Arc is in June 2026, so roughly thremays and seven
months had passed, haven't it. (Kirito did spenatia@r two years in
the Underworld, though...)
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| am of the mind that Kirito, as well as Asuna aine rest, go
through various experiences both in the real wand the virtual
world through that time span and develop furthat,dn the other
hand, | draw a complete blank when I think abowt hathe author,
had changed. Is my own self and my living condgidoth due to
Administrator-sama?! They stayed so utterly condtaat | was
conversely surprised. Behold, not even the notelftok use for
writing had changed! (the paint on the keyboardvgwin out from
the abuse, though)

| wonder if this essentially meant that | foundsadrts of change
scary and troublesome. In actual fact, the bothadapting to a
different environment overpowered my desire to slwib a new PC
and the course | run on my bicycle each week stdyedame down
to those turns | take... But | feel that my mind’sadoutput will be
reduced if | don’t come into contact with new warkeivery now and
then, so | hope to make this year, a year of varananges. First
would be to get a brand-new notebook PC... | wadlotdhat, but
pasting on the protective film’s such a bother......

To the editors-in-charge who took care of me foloswy, Miki-
san and Tsuchiya-san, the one who drew the illustmwith such
spirit each time even throughout her relentlesedale, abec-san, and
all of the readers accompanying me on the SAO séhmigs far, | hope
for your support on the fifth year as well!

A Certain Day in February, 2013
Kawahara Reki
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