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      Prologue — A Victory Cry


      “B-Baldy... You’re siding with me?”


      “Yep. But don’t get the wrong idea.” Baldy put an arm around my waist to pull me closer, then he used his other hand to grab me by the neck! “I’m only here until the Goddess side’s out of the way. Soon as that happens, I get you to myself!”


      “Sure thing! I’ll take you on! Once we’ve taken out everyone else, the two of us can go at it until morning!”


      My rival...my nemesis! I couldn’t ask for more dependable backup!


      We exchanged friendly grins as our eyes met.


      “Hold on just a moment! Hold on just a moment! I can’t believe what I’m hearing!” Zansword approached us in a rage, still cutting off enemy heads all the while.


      What’s wrong with Zansword? He should be happy we gained a strong ally.


      “I can’t accept this! I won’t accept it! This muscle-bound clod! Switching from being Yuri’s enemy to her ally was my idea! And now you’ve outdone me... You waited... You made a grand entrance mid-battle! You’ve been watching and waiting for the right timing, haven’t you? And all so you can make Yuri your own!”


      “Huh? You’re talking nonsense, samurai moron. And anyhow, I already made Yuri my own a long time ago.”


      “Wh-Wh-What?!” Zansword collapsed to his knees with a blank look of shock on his face as if he’d finally lost his mind. “She’s already...used...?” he muttered.


      I had no idea what he meant. Zansword’s an interesting guy, but he’s kinda disgusting at times.


      Zansword hugged me and began to cry as he pressed his cheek against my stomach. With a strange look of affection in his eyes, he said, “Then this life will form the next generation, and as a warrior, I must defend it.”
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      Actually, scratch that, he’s just disgusting, period. Anyhow...


      I faced the enemy commander with Baldy and Zansword by my side and the Demon Lord-side players behind me eagerly awaiting my orders. “What do you say, Pendragon? Wanna fight before the big day?”


      With a frown, she raised both her hands in defeat. “I surrender... Ha ha... You’ve won this one, Yuri. The footage was supposed to assure everyone of the Goddess side’s victory, but it looks like it’ll only be promotion for your side.”


      “You sure? Everyone can see that you’ve got us outnumbered. Things aren’t looking too bad for you. But anyway, you’re today’s loser. You’d better disappear in the next three seconds if you don’t wanna get executed with everyone watching.”


      “Hngh! Very well, Yuri! But when the real battle starts, I’ll get you back for humiliating me, and it’s going to be a thousand times worse than anything you’ve done to me!” With that surprisingly childish retort, Pendragon transformed into a ray of white light and vanished.


      What was that move? Is there some kind of art from another world that makes her whole body light up like that? “Whatever. No matter who I face and no matter what moves they use, I’ll just endure it all then kill them!”


      With newfound determination, I looked up at the massive window above us. It had shown everything that’d just happened: us slaughtering countless enemies and their commander running away.


      “You all see that? Players on the Goddess side, do you get it now?” I spoke loud and clear to the sky above, together with my allies on a battlefield littered with enemy remains. “This is the power of my Demon Lord Army! Anyone who’s gonna stand against me better be ready to get destroyed!”


      We all raised our middle fingers and roared. “Rooooooh!!!”




      [Just Three Days] Demon Lord Side Discussion Thread 13 [Til the Chaos Starts!]




      1. Impatient Adventurer


      This is a thread for players on the Demon Lord side to discuss the upcoming event, Ragnarok, the War of Annihilation.


      You can share almost all forms of information here. Let’s come together and do whatever it takes to win.


      However, please remember that this is a public board. If there’s something you don’t want the Goddess side to know, you might not want to post it here. Also, please refrain from making offensive remarks about Goddess-side players.


      A new thread will be created automatically when this one reaches the reply limit.


      Previous thread: http://**********




      100. Impatient Adventurer


      Let’s gooooooooo!!!


      Yesterday’s public battle got me hyped! Let’s go crazy!




      101. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 100


      I was feeling down after getting PK’d, but this has got me hyped too!




      102. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 101


      Seeing how tough they’ve made things for us just makes me want to go on a rampage all the more lol.


      I’m fine with us being outnumbered eight to two. It just means more heads for me to claim and less chance of allies stealing all the limelight!




      103. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 102


      You’re starting to sound like Yuri lmao.


      But you’re right! If we can turn it around and get a win now, we’ll go from underdogs to undisputed champs!




      104. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 103


      Exactly. It’s a huge war in the biggest online game in a while. The big day’s obviously gonna get streamed live to internet users across the world!


      I’m not letting myself get upstaged by Commander Yuri or her meathead boyfriend. It’s gonna be ME people notice!




      105. Impatient Adventurer


      I got time off work from now until the event!!! From now on, I’m throwing everything into this!


      Though I should probably get my weapons upgraded with Demon Steel before I do anything else... What difference does it actually make? And I mean both appearance and performance-wise.




      106. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 105


      Demon Steel weapons look cool. The exterior turns shiny black with red lines of light running through it.


      The performance difference is only slight, but it gives your weapons a Demon Lord Follower skill that you can switch on or off. It makes it so you don’t deal damage when you hit another member of the Demon Lord side.




      107. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 106


      And the Goddess side gets the Goddess Follower skill.


      Both skills prevent friendly fire, so we can all unleash our fury with no holding back in the battle!!!




      108. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 107


      Demon Lord Follower?


      I guess that’s to tie in with the story behind the war... “Combatants will inherit their power from Azathoth, the Demon Lord of destruction, or from Ymir, the goddess of creation. The two sides will then enter into a war for domination of the world.” Or something like that.


      That makes us followers of Azathoth, right? Thing is, the devs might want us to follow their demon lord, but for us, that title can only refer to Yuri.




      130. Impatient Adventurer


      Agreed!!! May as well call it Demon Lord Yuri Follower.


      That girl never lets anything hold her back, and I always love to see it! In fact, the whole reason I started this game was because I saw a video of her tearing things up!




      151. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 130


      Same here!


      Now I say WE shouldn’t let anything hold us back either. If enemy gangs are doing player killings, then they can’t expect us to go easy on them before the event!!!



    

  

  
    
      Chapter 72 — A Night with the Demon Lord


      “Come on, let’s do this! We’ll make it a massacre!”


      “Roooooooh!”


      With Ragnarok, the War of Annihilation just three days away and Baldy on our side, the Demon Lord Army had started a total rampage!


      “Charge! Attack! Kill any enemy you lay eyes on!”


      “Eeeeeek!”


      Every spare moment was an opportunity to revel in slaughter! We mobilized anyone capable of moving and charged down Goddess-side players like a runaway train.


      “Gah! It’s the Demon Lord’s lot!”


      “Let’s teach them a lesson!”


      “Stick together and we can stop them!”


      Naturally, the enemy wasn’t going down without a fight. Our victims had sent word to their allies, summoning reinforcements by the dozen.


      “You’re not getting in mine or Yuri’s way!”


      “Whooooa?!”


      Explosive punches knocked enemies out of our path one after another as Baldy rapidly reduced them to piles of meat. He looked down at what was left of them and exhaled sharply through his nose.


      “Nicely done, Baldy! I knew I could count on you!”


      “Thanks, Yuri! Dominating players with you by my side isn’t half bad!”


      We grinned at each other as we bumped fists.


      After our rampage had gone on for several hours and the in-game moon was high in the sky, I called over to my allies. “Let’s call it a day. There’s no reason to tire ourselves out. It’s time to get some rest.”


      “I can keep going!” an eager player insisted.


      “Don’t. If you play for too long, you’ll turn out like Zansword.”


      “I’m getting tired! Time to log out and go to bed!” The player instantly agreed to take a break at the first mention of Zansword’s name. Our efforts would all be for nothing if they made themselves sick before the big day—Zansword was doing us a service, in a way.


      “Shouldn’t you be going to bed too, Yuri? Staying up late’s not good for that beautiful skin of yours.”


      “Hmph. Who said I cared about beautiful skin? And what about you, Baldy?”


      “Bwah ha ha! Ever since I met you, I’ve been addicted to BSO. I’m always staying up all night to keep playing.”


      “That’s some energy you’ve got.”


      I got the sense Baldy was just as tough in real life. He wasn’t the only one hooked on BSO, though. Back when I’d started playing, I’d never imagined getting so into it.


      “I’ve got more than a few complaints about this game, but yeah, I can’t get enough either. Thanks again, Baldy. It’s all because you spoke to me on day one. I never would have come this far if we hadn’t met.”


      “Knock it off, Yuri. All I did was hit on someone who happened to be my type!” He said it like it was no big deal and while slapping me on the behind. It didn’t escape my notice that his cheeks reddened a little—he was bashful, despite his tough-guy act.


      “It’s not like you to get embarrassed. It doesn’t go with your barbarian look.”


      “I’m not embarrassed, and I’m not a barbarian either! Man, you think you’ve got the right to disrespect me just because you beat me once or twice?! You’re gonna see me in a whole different light once I tell you about the big adventure I had while we were apart. Let’s go get a room in that town over there!”


      “Sounds good to me! But get ready to cry when the tales of my adventures put yours to shame!”


      “We’ll see about that!”


      I walked through the night with Baldy at my side, us constantly at each other’s throats.


      Come to think, this is a first. I’ve never pulled an all-nighter with a friend like this. “Let’s make it a good night, buddy.”


      “Heh... You don’t gotta tell me, buddy.”


      And so, we stayed up the whole night through.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 73 — A New Discovery! King Vortigern’s Cursed Island!


      “Okay, Spearo, Wacko, let’s start our big adventure!”


      “Yeaaah!” they both yelled.


      With the war just two days away, the pair had joined me for a ride in the sky on my firebird.


      “Okay Chirpster, let’s speed this up! Support magic, Speed Burst!”


      “Pikwwwaaawk!” My firebird, Chirpster, shot through the sky with a burst of speed. His max speed had been constantly climbing as I increased his level to over 70. These days, riders had to cling on for dear life if they didn’t want to be swept off his back by the oncoming air. On the other hand, moving at leisurely speeds could be just as dangerous.


      “Look! I think that’s Yuri flying overhead!”


      “Kill her! Mages, shoot her down!”


      “Bow wielders, you too!”


      Magic lasers and a storm of arrows came flying up at us from below—it was Goddess-side players on the ground. Ever since seeing the slaughter the other day, their side had been on edge as much as ours. It resulted in a situation where both sides attacked each other on sight.


      I had Chirpster dodge while launching a few exploding weapons with Weapon Barricade to wipe out the enemy. “Wah ha ha. Now die! This is a fun way to get kills! It’s like flying a fighter jet!”


      “Eeeek!” cried Spearo, our plain and quick-to-complain spear wielder. “Does the journey have to be this intense?!”


      His animal-eared partner, Wacko, slapped him on the back a few times. “Get it together, Spearo! We’re supposed to be learning from Yuri’s example!”


      You’d think they were brother and sister.


      Now, you may be wondering why I was traveling with them at all. Well, after logging in with high spirits like always, I was greeted by the pair bowing their heads at me. They told me, “We’re tired of losing all the time. Train us to be stronger.”


      They might have been top players, but they definitely weren’t nearly as strong as the best of the best. And so, I’d accepted their request and formed a temporary party with the two of them.


      “You guys do realize I’ve got barely any coaching experience? And the war is only two days away...”


      “That’s fine, Master Yuri!” Spearo said. “Just let us watch you from up close!”


      “Oh...? Did you call me Master Yuri?!” That sounds kinda cool! I couldn’t help but grin as I clung to Chirpster.


      With an equally earnest look on her face, Wacko added, “Spearo’s right. I don’t mention it to brag, but he and I’ve learned all the original arts we could, and we’ve leveled a good amount. So, what I’m hoping for is that we can make our constant defeats a thing of the past with a little will power and determination! And that’s why we want to watch you in action today, Master Yuri!”


      “Eh heh heh. Master Yuri...” Well, dang. That really does have a ring to it! “All right, I hear you both! I’ll go all out today, so make sure you don’t miss it!”


      “Hooray!” they both cried.


      Since I’d gotten into such a good mood, I cast an advanced support spell, Hyper Speed Burst, on Chirpster to create a sudden burst of extreme acceleration!


      Oops! We lost Spearo!


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “So...where are we?” I asked.


      “Seriously, where is this?!” they both replied.


      After a few minutes of flying, we’d arrived on a deserted island...though not intentionally.


      I’d completely forgotten about one of the restrictions that the first update had put in place: “Flying monsters such as firebirds can only be ridden for five minutes at a time.” Sure enough, five minutes after summoning Chirpster, he’d suddenly vanished. The three of us had fallen right out of the sky and into a fast-flowing river below.


      Since we were unable to fight the flow, the current carried us over a waterfall and farther downstream like a giant water slide before flushing us out into the sea. There, a massive whirlpool awaited us!


      For a short while, we’d all felt like clothes in a washing machine. All we could do was scream “Arrrrgh!” as it swallowed us. When we finally came to our senses, we were on the coast of this mysterious island.


      “I don’t get what happened, but it feels like trouble.” I looked around as water dripped from my soaked outfit. “For real though, where are we?”


      It was an untouched island, covered by dense forest and lush vegetation. From every gap between the trees, we heard strange growls and snarls of all kinds.


      I guess we’re not alone... “Don’t just stare at us! Come out and fight!”


      While I was throwing punches at the empty air, we heard a sound like a bell.




      World news!


      Congratulations to Yuri, Spearo, and Wacko for discovering the hidden high-difficulty area, King Vortigern’s Cursed Island!


      The monsters in this area will always be 15 levels higher than the average level of the invading players, and all invading players will be inflicted with a curse that halves all their attributes.




      “The monsters are fifteen levels above us?! All our stats are halved?!” Spearo and Wacko cried in unison as they held each other. They really did get along well.


      I knew we’d make it out of that whirlpool somehow, but I never saw this coming! “Heh heh. Hidden high-difficulty area? Sounds fun! First I found Atlach-Nacha, the Slaughter’s Exultant Panoply, and now this. I’ve got the best luck!”


      “Y-You call this good luck?!” Spearo said.


      “Are you always having crazy adventures like this?! Now what’s going to happen to us?!” Wacko said.


      Dragging my two crying apprentices along behind me, I headed straight for the center of the island!


      ⬧⬨⬧


      King Vortigern’s Cursed Island was a hidden high-difficulty area filled to the brim with evil plant monsters. Much like the dragonplant that had long been my longtime ally, a lot of the monsters here were weird hybrids of predatory plants and mythical beasts, and they were constantly attacking me, Spearo, and Wacko.


      We had no chance of outrunning them. According to the unique rules of the island, not only were the monsters all much higher level than us, our stats were all halved at the same time. Which left us with one option...


      “We just have to dodge twice as quickly and hit everything twice as hard! Special movement art, Eight-Boat Leap!” Using the ability that made my jumps more powerful, I leaped into the middle of a herd of monsters.


      “Gruhgaah?!”


      I leaped eight times, constantly dodging fangs and claws that flew at me, then, after my final leap, I spun around, materialized my bow, and fired on multiple enemies at once! I knew if I kept on attacking during every small opportunity like this, I’d soon be able to eradicate all of the dark plants.


      “Wah ha ha ha ha! I like it here. It’s the perfect place to train before the war! Come join the fun, you two!”


      “You call this fun?!” Spearo and Wacko both yelled, though they were excited too.


      “Gah. I’m not letting my bow-wielder master put me to shame when it comes to movement! Arts activate! Instant Boost and Vanishing Spear!”


      Spearo had various arts that could help compensate for his reduced stats since he was using the all-rounder class known as brave lancer. He also had some ranged attacks that could keep him out of tricky situations.


      Wacko’s stealthy fighter class, beast riser, was just as impressive. “Arts activate! Three-Dimensional Drive and Fierce Kick, repeated!”


      She’d found a really cunning strategy. She was running up trees and leaping from branch to branch to confuse her enemies. Then she’d shoot out like a bullet to kick them, combining offense and evasion into a single action.


      “And this is why you’re a top duo. But I’m not gonna be outdone!” I was here to coach them, after all. I had to look cool in front of my students!


      With the Weapon Barricade skill, I deployed seven Puff weapons around me. I also gripped three Puff arrows and got ready to take on the enemy.


      “New special art activate! Wyrm Strike times thirty!” I created a horde of wyrms, blasting away every remaining enemy all at once!


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Ugh... So tired!” Spearo whined. “What even was that move of yours, master? The one where all the dragon things come out!”


      “You mean my Wyrm Strike times thirty? Well, first I had to learn Wyrm Strike by completing some secret conditions with the Tengu Hermit, then I found the secret conditions that let you shoot weapons that aren’t arrows, and then I found the secret conditions that let Puffster and the others evolve into new forms that can split into three when I launch them.”


      “What the...? Sounds like you’re on a hidden condition marathon.”


      Now that there was a lull in the fighting, the three of us were resting around a bonfire located in front of a castle in the center of the island. As we’d gotten closer to the center, the monsters had started coming at us in huge packs, but they’d suddenly stopped the moment we were just outside the castle.


      “This is a common thing in dungeons,” Spearo observed. “You get these little areas where monsters don’t appear. Safe zones, they call them.”


      “Yes, but they’re normally a sign that you’re about to encounter some even stronger monsters,” Wacko added. “It’s probably going to be hell from the minute we enter this castle...”


      The two both looked weary. The constant fighting we’d done on the way here had taken its toll on them, and even before that, there was our plunge in the river.


      “All right. Before we head into that castle, let’s spend the next three minutes getting some thorough rest!”


      “Just three minutes?!” they both cried in alarm.


      But there was nothing else for it. With the war just around the corner, every minute—every second, even—was precious.


      “You could both learn a thing or two from Baldy. You know he’s been exploring and fighting his way through all of BSO’s toughest areas these past few days? While we were in bed, he was telling me all about the new bosses he’d been first to beat.”


      “While you were in bed?!”


      “Hmm? Yeah, that’s what I said.” Why would that be the surprising part? Being first to beat a bunch of bosses is amazing!


      BSO did, of course, broadcast a player’s name all across the world whenever they were first to defeat a boss. Some of those announcements had probably popped up while I was playing. The problem was, Baldy’s in-game name was actually Reinhard something-or-other, so I wouldn’t have recognized him.


      “What’s with the Reinhard name anyway?” I wondered aloud. “A guy with the body of a barbarian’s got no business using a noble name like that.”


      “Was...was he like a barbarian down there too?” Spearo asked.


      “What?” The question left me confused. But I had more important things to focus on.


      That’s enough rest. The island’s enemies might be tough, but they give good experience, so let’s keep on fighting. But just as we stood up...


      “Well, aren’t you impressive, Yuri? To think you maintained a speed of a hundred kilometers per hour while the flow washed you out into sea, and then right after fulfilling that first condition, you successfully entered the whirlpool that leads to this hidden island. I was examining that same phenomenon myself. You beat me to the island by a hair’s breadth!”


      “You again?!” I turned and saw the handsome, pink from head to toe, bespectacled guy named Merlin. And beside him...


      “Urrrrrrgh... The journey here was awful... I still feel sick!” Arisu, the silver-haired gothic lolita girl who’d attacked me in the past, was standing beside him with tears in her eyes.


      Is she okay?

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 74 — Conquering Vortigern’s Castle!


      “What’s with this guy’s colorful gear?!” Spearo said, sounding overwhelmed. “This flashy look is like the total opposite of me!”


      “Why, thank you! ♡” Merlin replied.


      “Um, are you okay? Need a back rub...?” Wacko asked Arisu.


      “Uh, thanks...!” she replied.


      This is getting crazy. What are the odds of us bumping into those two here? “Watch yourselves, you two,” I warned. “They’re both players on the Goddess side.”


      “Huh?!” Spearo and Wacko both demonstrated impressive reflexes by jumping back to get some distance away. The pair readied their weapons and scowled at Merlin and Arisu.


      “So you’re enemies!” Spearo said. “The way you were acting, I thought you were friends of Master Yuri.”


      “Hey, wasn’t the little girl one of the assassins with Pendragon when she first attacked Master Yuri?!” Wacko said.


      Things were growing tense out in front of the castle.


      Just as Spearo and Wacko were about to launch their attack, Merlin smiled nervously and raised his hands. “Not so hasty! I’m going to follow Pendragon’s fine example from the other day and surrender right now. While I’m sure I could handle you two, I suspect I’d fare less well against your boss.” Merlin glanced at me with cold sweat running down his face.


      It was a real shame. Merlin had used some interesting tactics last time, so I was always up for a rematch.


      “Don’t worry, Merlin. I won’t kill you just yet,” I reassured him.


      “So you’ve decided to kill me eventually?! That’s so you, Yuri. I just knew you’d hold a grudge against me for betraying you.”


      “Ha ha. Not at all. It’s thanks to your intel that I evolved my Puffster squad. I ought to be thanking you. The only reason I’m gonna murder you is because you’re on the other team. Look forward to it!”


      “Eek. You’re as dreadful as you ever were!”


      And so, we’d established a temporary ceasefire. If it had been anyone besides Merlin, I would have blown them away without question, but I hadn’t forgotten that he was an intelligence specialist.


      “So, Merlin, now that we’re all friends, how about you tell us everything you’ve found out about this island? Or if you refuse...”


      Merlin backed off while waving his palms at me. “I’m not refusing! I’m not refusing! So please, don’t approach me with that unsettling smile and those cold dead eyes!”


      He started by clearing his throat and then gave us the backstory of King Vortigern’s Cursed Island.


      According to Merlin, there was once an old king named Vortigern who’d lost his mind. A tyrant with a love for sorcery experiments, he would delight in using members of the public as his guinea pigs. Naturally, his people soon rose up against him, and he was thus forced to take refuge on this island. The curse halving our stats and the evil plants filling the island were both the result of his sorcery.


      “According to legends from a certain village, his body was swallowed up and carried away by a strong current, never to be found again. That was the hint that led us here. King Vortigern was thought to have died after falling into the river while fleeing. However, the remains of evil plants resembling the artificial monsters he used to create would occasionally drift ashore from the sea, suggesting he’d somehow survived.”


      “Ah, that reminds me of the other thing you said. We had to fall into the whirlpool while going at a hundred kilometers per hour to get here, right?”


      “Precisely. It seems our high-strung sorcerer put a spell on that whirlpool. For those who meet that absurd requirement, the otherwise deadly spiral becomes a portal. Indeed, I drowned and died when I experimented by entering it normally.”


      “You shouldn’t take chances like that. An experience penalty’s the last thing you need just before the big war.”


      I still couldn’t quite get my head around Merlin’s character. All I knew was that he was serious about intelligence gathering. The other day, users from the game theories thread who’d joined the Demon Lord side talked him up, saying, “Merlin has played VR games of all kinds and always enjoys investigating everything in them. You wouldn’t believe how much of BSO’s online guide was written by him.” It was possible he’d been helping me out since long ago.


      “It’s a shame. I’d love to have you on my side.”


      “Is that so? Well, I’m somewhat fond of you also, Yuri. I’ll certainly never tire of seeing you put new fighting styles into practice. But alas, Rindo, the Goddess of VR technology, approached me in real life and made an offer of friendship. I love VR games so much that I just had to side with her.”


      Huh? Rindo? Wasn’t she the inventor of the full dive system and VRMMOs? They gave her a Nobel prize for it. It was all over TV when I was younger. “Wait... Pendragon is Rindo?!”


      “Uh... No, no, no! Rindo was asking me to help Pendragon out! That’s all! Ha... Ha ha...!”


      “Hmmm...”


      I figured I’d take him at his word...though if Pendragon was the inventor of the full dive system, it wouldn’t have surprised me too much. Moving around as a virtual avatar required a lot of experience and wasn’t something that just came naturally to people, but her attacks had been unbelievably quick and precise, and her strategies had been perfectly crafted to leave me no way out. If she was actually a renowned VR expert, her skill made a lot of sense. Not to mention, her terrible quip before running away made me think she wasn’t used to losing.


      “Wow... Now that’s a worthy opponent. I’d better get through this castle so I can power up and take her down!”


      “Do be careful, Yuri. As I’ve already explained, Vortigern was positively mad. I hear he liked to set traps, and he’d roll around laughing when commoners got caught in them.”


      “Thanks for the intel. I’ll watch my step!”


      I reached out and grabbed the door handle, only to pull my hand back when I felt pricks of pain in my fingers. When I looked at the rear surface of the handle...


      “Hey! Someone glued tacks to it!”


      “Oh... Could this be one of the traps that Vortigern was known for?”


      “Ngh?!” I felt something snap near my temple. “What’s the big idea with this trap?! What are you, a grade-schooler?!” I yelled at the castle while creating a giant summoning circle at my feet.


      “Grrgaaaaaaaaah!” I’d summoned my giant monster, the gigantic dragonplant!


      Still in a rage, I gave Giganster orders to roast the whole castle with his heat lasers, and Vortigern along with it!


      ⬧⬨⬧


      I’ll skip straight to the conclusion: Vortigern’s Castle wasn’t flammable. The devs had obviously learned a lesson or two—not only was the castle itself an indestructible object, it was impossible to change the properties of the land it was built on.


      Since my trick of roasting the pope inside his own castle wasn’t going to work here, I’d headed into the castle along with Spearo, Wacko, and our enemies Merlin and Arisu. Of course, since this was the lair of the prankster Vortigern, the moment we’d stepped inside, we’d triggered a magic circle of forced teleportation, splitting us into groups.


      “Urrgh... I’m sorry, Yuri!”


      “Don’t sweat it.”


      I was running through the castle with who I’d ended up with, the gothic lolita demon assassin, Wrathful Queen Arisu, on my back. She’d been pale in the face the entire time—getting washed down a river and into a whirlpool to reach the island was what had initially made her feel ill, and she still hadn’t gotten over it. She’d only felt worse when we’d tried riding my familiar Wolf King together, so I had to resort to carrying her and trying to minimize the swaying.


      “Urggh... I’m nothing more than a loathsome opponent to you, Yuri... If I’m a burden, don’t hesitate to cast me aside somewhere.” Arisu was sounding sincerely apologetic.


      It was true that she’d been with Pendragon and Kirika as one of the three assassins who’d all come at me at the same time. But still... “I can’t do that. I gave you a good beating once already, but more to the point, I’d feel bad abandoning a sick person in this place. And besides...”


      I deployed swords and spears with my Weapon Barricade skill before launching them at giant bats that were swooping down at us from above. The Puffster squad possessing my weapons had incredible power—with greater damage and more effective homing in their evolved forms, they could eliminate enemies in an instant.


      “...see that? I can fight without ever needing my hands. That means you’re not getting in the way, so get all the rest you need.”


      “Yuri...” Arisu muttered as she rested her full weight on my back. “Thank you. I mean it.”


      All that said, I still had zero strength. Just carrying Arisu’s tiny body was enough to make my arms tremble and get me out of breath. But I kept that to myself to preserve my self-respect as a man.


      “Even in real life, my body’s frail,” Arisu told me. “I’m just not made for VR. I always have trouble moving my avatar around. That’s how I chose my fighting style: I might not be able to move much, but I can brute force everything with magic.”


      “Ooh. Like when you do your ridiculous attack that blasts out hundreds of lasers all at once?” I get it. So that’s the trade-off for her cheat attack.


      “People often call it unfair, but I had to set my HP and all of my stats besides magic to 1 to make it possible,” Arisu explained.


      “Sounds a lot like me. I’m starting to feel some kinship here. Oh, but in the big war the day after tomorrow, assassins are gonna lose all their abilities from other worlds, right?” I was starting to worry that Arisu wouldn’t be able to use her special fighting style on the big day.


      She just laughed and said, “That won’t be a problem. If you kill an assassin, you get a crafting item that gives an ability from another world, remember? Well, I killed another assassin who, just like me, was from Darkness Soul Online. I’ll still have a full set of skills.”


      “Now that’s cold...” I was a little creeped out. She might have looked like a defenseless elementary schooler, but she clearly had a ruthless streak.


      Speaking of which, when researching other games for the sake of fighting assassins, I’d learned DSO was full of toxic players who liked to target beginners—not that I hadn’t already suspected the game was an unforgiving place after learning it was Pendragon’s home.


      “I guess that means Pendragon won’t be any weaker on the day of the war either. That’ll make my victory all the more worthwhile.”


      I was looking forward to the war even more now. It would’ve been a little lackluster to beat a nerfed opponent. Clashing with my rival while she was at full power would make for a much more satisfying conclusion. My heart raced at the thought of that incredible moment to come.


      Arisu chuckled. “Oh ho ho. You’re not just a good person, Yuri—you’ve got a true love for battles too. You remind me a little of Arata.”


      “Arata?” Ugh, don’t remind me of that name. People are always misreading my last name like that IRL.


      “He’s my fiancé.”


      Wow... W-Wait, fiancé?! I looked back in surprise and saw Arisu’s face. It was clearly the face of a child. Since the game gave everyone the same face and height that they had in real life, this was more or less how she really looked. “W-Wouldn’t that be illegal?”


      “There’s nothing illegal about it! I’ll have you know I’m thirty-ish!” Arisu grew angry, tears welling in her eyes.


      Okay, now you really look like a child. “Wow... In multiple senses of the word: Wow...” She did say she wasn’t a child last time, but I can hardly believe it. There’s no way she can be anywhere near thirty. Whatever her real age might be, that Arata guy has to be a pedo, no doubt.


      “Jeez... Do I really look that childish? Maybe I should wear higher heels when I go to meet Arata’s parents...”


      “I think it’s gonna take a lot more than standing on your toes... Oh, that reminds me. My older brother said he’d be visiting home with his fiancée sometime soon.”


      “He did? Don’t tell me...”


      “What? No way. A coincidence that big could never happen.” Seriously, what are the odds that someone I met in an online game just happens to be my future sister-in-law?


      I smiled as I spent some time wondering what kind of woman my brother, the Nitta family’s eldest son, would bring home with him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 75 — A Hike Through Vortigern’s Castle!


      “By the way, Yuri, be sure not to mention age around Pendragon. She’s starting to get a little touchy about that...”


      “Is that right?”


      I was still running through Vortigern’s Castle with Arisu. This being a castle built by a prankster sorcerer, it was full of annoyances, like monsters that suddenly leaped out at us and traps at every turn. But I didn’t let them slow me down.


      “Hrrrr!”


      Without warning, my legs made me jump by themselves. A few moments later, the ground crumbled where I’d been standing, creating a huge hole with no visible bottom.


      “Whoa, that was close.” I thanked my accomplice in my boots. “You saved us, Mor.”


      “Hrrr!”


      I was leaving it to Mor to deal with any traps near the floor. My job was to concentrate on whatever was up ahead so I could use Weapon Barricade as a shield if anything came flying at us. That just left the threats coming at us from overhead...


      “Be gone. Dark incantation, Darkness Breaker, seven casts!”


      “Grrgaaaah?!”


      Seven destructive black beams shot upward as Arisu on my back quickly burned away a flock of descending monsters.


      “Leave everything above to me. I’m feeling much better now thanks to you, Yuri.”


      “Got it!” It was great to have a more experienced gamer helping me out.


      The three of us acted as one as we headed deeper into the trap-filled castle.


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “And we’re there.”


      After half an hour of exploring branching corridors, with a short snack break for Arisu and my familiars midway, we finally arrived at a large door that had to be the boss room.


      “It’s great that we made it...but how are we going to meet up with Merlin and the others?”


      “Good question,” Arisu replied.


      I started to wonder whether I should attempt the boss with Arisu, but while I didn’t mind leaving an enemy like Merlin behind, I didn’t want to leave out Wacko and Spearo since I was here as their coach. Fortunately, I didn’t have to think for long.


      “Ha ha ha... That’s the trick to mazes. Simply keep moving with your right hand always touching the wall, and you’ll reach your goal at some point. I call it the right hand rule. ☆”


      “This is ridiculous. At some point?! At what point?! With all these traps we keep running into, we’ll be out of HP before we get there!”


      “Ouh... And monsters keep popping up out of nowhere. I hate this castle!”


      From another route leading to us emerged three exhausted figures. It looked like the traps had given them a much harder time than Arisu and I had had, but they’d made it nonetheless. They were top players, after all.


      “Hey, guys. You’re all looking kinda beat up.”


      “Oh, you got here before us, Yuri?!” exclaimed Merlin. “And you’re still in rather good shape it seems!”


      “Thanks to Arisu, yeah.”


      It was the truth, not just flattery. I’d had no choice but to carry her on my back initially, but it had turned out to be the best way for us to move through the castle. It kept our vulnerable sorcerer safe and meant we could each focus on different directions and react quickly. It was what had gotten us here with barely a scratch on us. I usually did everything myself, but a little cooperation was nice once in a while.


      I decoupled from Arisu and pointed at the door with my thumb. “Now we have to decide who gets to fight the boss. We could split into Goddess side and Demon Lord side then fight each other first...? Or maybe, since we all got here at about the same time, we could put our differences aside until we’ve beaten the crap out of the jerk who owns this castle?”


      The trio who’d had the hardest time with the traps all nodded with enthusiasm.


      That settles it. We’re all gonna head straight on in to take on the hidden area’s hidden boss!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 76 — A Clash with Sorcerer King Vortigern!


      The five of us headed through the open door into a grand throne room.


      As we stepped inside, a voice spoke to us. “A warm welcome to you, warriors. You stand in the presence of the heretical fiend, King Vortigern.” The speaker bowed politely. She was a doll in a jester’s outfit, standing in the center of the room.


      I’d heard about kings keeping jesters in their service in the Middle Ages. Since they were allowed to poke fun at the king, they could prove useful if they took complaints whispered among the public and retainers and passed them along in a half-joking manner.


      The jester doll’s joints all creaked as she gestured to the rear of the room. “There was once a king known for his malice! He refused to grow out of playing pranks, and he used his subjects for his sorcery experiments whenever he pleased. The old fool was eventually banished to this very island! The man of whom I speak... Well, you don’t need me to point him out, do you?”
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      “Don’t worry, we’ve noticed him.”


      I cast my eyes in the direction of the throne. There sat a misshapen man whose body was a mishmash of monster parts.


      “Mwah ha ha ha. You did well to come this far! I am Vortigern, the ultimate researcher of sorcery and—”


      “Like we care!” You can’t force me to listen to your crap!


      Using Weapon Barricade, I called out multiple swords and launched them all in Vortigern’s direction. At the same time, Arisu behind me called out, “Dark incantation, Darkness Breaker, 128 successive casts!” showering Vortigern with a rain of black bullets.


      Countless explosions followed, consuming Vortigern in a thick cloud of smoke. It was a concentrated barrage powerful enough to instantly destroy any ordinary boss. However...


      “This body is the fruit of my research! You’ll find such attacks are useless against it!”


      “What?!”


      The cloud of dust was blown away as Vortigern charged toward us. His body was completely unscathed. I hadn’t expected a hidden boss to go down in our initial barrage, but seeing him emerge undamaged was a surprise!


      “My body is a sophisticated work of sorcery. I’m immune to attacks of all kinds. And not just that!”


      The sorcerer king stomped hard on the ground. The calf of his right leg, resembling that of a cheetah, swelled up to several times its size, and then his left leg, resembling that of an elephant, smashed deep into the floor.


      “I far surpass you normals in terms of both destructive power and agility!”


      A moment later, Vortigern appeared right in front of us. With a swipe of his gorilla-like right arm, he sent Spearo flying, then he used the countless tentacles growing from his left arm to throw Merlin aside.


      “Uh-oh!”


      As they were knocked off their feet, I called out a shield to save me from danger.


      If I’d been alone, I could’ve just relied on Relentless to survive whatever he’d thrown at me. But Arisu behind me was always on 1 HP and lacked any means to survive. She’d focused on offensive skills to the extent that a single hit would always kill her.


      “This world needs no sorcerers but I! Sorcerer girl, you must die!”


      I tried to place the shield between myself and him, but Vortigern was no longer in front of me. With another instantaneous movement, he somehow got behind Arisu. By the time I’d guessed where he was, the sorcerer king was already swinging his beast-like arm at her.


      “Eek?!”


      A short shriek came from Arisu’s mouth. This might have been a game, but it was still terrifying to have a man’s huge, misshapen arm come swinging at you. Her body went rigid, her death surely mere seconds away.


      “You die!”


      As Vortigern’s iron fist came down, there was nothing more I could do. But just as I thought Arisu was out of the fight...


      “Ouuh ouuh ouuh ouuuuh!” I heard that strange cry as Arisu suddenly disappeared.


      “Hngh?!” Vortigern grunted.


      I looked up and saw our infiltration specialist, Wacko, clinging to the wall with the girl on her back. “Ouuh... Whoops. That cringey noise is a habit I thought I’d given up... Are you okay?”


      “Uh, um, thank you, Wacko!” Arisu said. “You saved me, Wacko!”


      “You don’t have to say my name twice! I’ve been meaning to change it!”


      I heaped on some more praise. “Nice job, Wacko!”


      “Shut up!” she shot back.


      She’s funny.


      “Bah. The eccentric woman might have stopped me from delivering the finishing blow, but you won’t dodge this.”


      Vortigern stomped once again, but this time, we were ready for him.


      “Don’t forget about us! Spearwork art activate, Shadow Skewer!”


      “Time to incapacitate you! Thunder enchantment, Suicide Bolt! Now for my paralysis attack! ☆”


      Spearo and Merlin, the duo of forgettable and fabulous, might have been knocked down once, but they were already back on their feet. They looked worse for wear, but each had their fighting spirit fully intact. Spearo’s spear nailed Vortigern’s shadow to the ground, pinning him in place. Next, Merlin’s great scythe, coated in lightning, sent a jolt through the sorcerer king’s body. He might have been impervious to damage, but now we knew he wasn’t immune to status ailments.


      “Guh. You dare?!”


      “Whoa! Nice job, you two!”


      I had some real dependable allies. No matter how strong this opponent, I knew I couldn’t lose with everyone at my side.


      “All right guys, let’s finish this quick!”


      “Roooh!”


      Spearo had another spear at the ready, and Merlin was preparing a follow-up attack. Meanwhile, Wacko was closing in at high speed, and Arisu and I were deploying powerful weapons and magic circles.


      The fighting spirit in my heart reached a fever pitch as our preparations finished. Then we hit Vortigern with another flurry of attacks!


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Haah, haah, damn...”


      I’d lost track of how long our battle with Sorcerer King Vortigern had raged on, but we still hadn’t found a way to deal damage to this hidden boss!


      Most status ailments had worked on him, but they wore off completely in under a minute, and he was developing resistances.


      In the middle of the fighting, I turned to our information specialist. “Hey, Merlin, don’t you think we’re missing something?”


      He seemed to sense it too. He was glaring at Vortigern while wiping the sweat from his brow. “Yes. I suspect there’s some gimmick to this boss. It’s as though we can’t deal damage without first fulfilling some sort of condition.”


      Vortigern swung at us without mercy. “Just die already!”


      We both managed to dodge as we continued to think.


      “A gimmick boss? Usually you’d find some sort of mechanism somewhere in their dungeon that makes them vulnerable...”


      “Ah ha ha... But the exit from this room is sealed! Perhaps it’s already impossible?”


      “I’m not getting stuck here!” I unleashed a flurry of attacks while thinking hard.


      With us sealed inside the room, our options were limited, but it was still too soon to give up. It wasn’t uncommon for the mechanism that made the boss vulnerable to be hidden somewhere inside the boss room. In fact, sometimes an invulnerable boss could be beaten without even needing to activate some special mechanism.


      “Just like when I pressure cooked that pope, could there be a type of attack that actually works?”


      “There certainly could. There’s also the possibility that the boss can only take damage after the fight has gone on for a given amount of time. Or perhaps he only takes damage if we hit a very specific spot!”


      “I hear you!”


      I thought about our battle with the sorcerer king thus far. First, there’s the idea of using a specific type of attack... We can rule that out. All five of us had been hitting him with attacks of all kinds. In particular, I’d been firing weapons with different elemental effects at him. Given that none of them had had any effect on Vortigern, the possibility that we needed to use a special type of weapon or attack to deal damage was out the window.


      Next were Merlin’s ideas that the battle had to go on for a certain amount of time before we could deal damage, or that we could only deal damage to a specific part of him. Both were looking unlikely.


      “It’s been quite some time since we started fighting. If he’s got a weak point, Arisu should have found it since her attacks hit his entire body.”


      I looked over at her firing black beams down at him from Wacko’s back while Wacko was perched on the ceiling. Arisu had already hit Vortigern with her spells from every angle.


      Those two had taken my advice and stayed in their combined form since a while ago. Wacko was fast but lacking in firepower, while Arisu’s incredible firepower came with the drawback of being unable to move while attacking. The two of them combined were like the ultimate mobile cannon—and since Wacko could run across walls and ceilings, Arisu was far more fearsome on her back than on mine.


      “Arisu, did any of your spells hit him somewhere that seemed to do damage?!”


      “Not even once, Yuri! Something’s not right about this!” Arisu spoke with teary eyes. Firing spells at the enemy was the only thing she could do.


      I understood how she felt because my build was hyperspecialized too. I’d want to cry if all my strong points turned out to be useless.


      “All right, that narrows it down. We’ve ruled out the three other options!”


      I used my Weapon Barricade skill to send weapons possessed by Puffster and the others in all directions. The idea now was to hit various different points in the room.


      That was when Vortigern’s eyes went wide. “Hngh! Stop doing that!” It was the biggest reaction we’d gotten out of the sorcerer king yet. He started charging at me, but he was already too late.


      “Art activate! Wyrm Strike!”


      “Currrssss!” Puffster and the others took the form of massive wyrms.


      When one of them struck the empty throne, a voice shrieked. “Oh, oh?!” At the same time, Vortigern collapsed to the ground, like a puppet cut from its strings.


      “So that’s what’s going on.” I’d figured that hidden somewhere here in the room was either a switch to deactivate the boss’s invulnerability or the boss’s real body. It’d turned out to be the latter. From a cloud of smoke, our true foe emerged, his invisibility now disabled and his joints creaking with each movement.


      “Maybe I should’ve expected it from the prankster king, but I never imagined that was your real body.”


      “Mweh heh heh. Well done! You’ve seen through me!” The delighted grin on his face suited the jester makeup well. That’s right: Sorcerer King Vortigern’s true form was the doll that had greeted us at the start.




      [Only Two Days] Summoner General Discussion Thread 356 [Until the War of Annihilation]




      1. Impatient Adventurer


      This thread is for discussion by summoners.


      If you have new information or you’ve found a new technique, come share it with us. You can vent about your troubles in this thread too.


      Speak your mind freely, so long as you’re not breaking the forum rules. However, if you want to recruit party members, hate on the game, or start drama, please make your own thread.


      A new thread will be created automatically when this one reaches the reply limit.


      Previous thread: http://**********




      281. Impatient Adventurer


      Not trying to start a fight here, but how can players on the Goddess side rip off Yuri’s play style like that? Have they got no pride?




      282. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 281


      It’s a little rude to tell people how to make their characters.


      This is an online game. It’s normal for people to imitate whatever top players are doing.




      283. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 282


      Unlike Yuri, some people actually share what they’ve learned on the message board. We’ve learned a lot about the summoner class that way.


      For example, we’ve got a better understanding of the conditions for taming monsters. At first we thought taming only worked when playing solo, but now we know that’s not necessary with high enough luck.




      290. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 283


      Yeah. Solo or not, what matters is what percentage of the damage you dealt to the monster.


      If the summoner whittles down 20% of the monster’s HP while the rest of the party does the other 80%, then the monster won’t be tamed no matter how high your luck. But reverse those numbers and taming is actually possible.


      Unsurprisingly, the player who found this out was a Yuri clone with a four-digit luck stat. Most summoners still need to stick to solo play when taming.




      292. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 290


      You can also upgrade your class to summon tamer to get better taming rates. That makes it possible to tame monsters with a party without needing ridiculously high luck!




      294. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 290 >> 292


      Yeah, but in both cases, the summoner has to do most of the work.


      That means taming high-level boss monsters the way Yuri does is still out of reach...




      310. Impatient Adventurer


      I always look forward to seeing what sort of crazy hidden boss Yuri will tame next lol.




      315. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 310


      Don’t even joke about that!


      Think about how players on the Goddess side like me are gonna feel when they have to fight it!



    

  

  
    
      Chapter 77 — The Showdown’s Conclusion!


      “Mweh heh heh heh! Do you see the irony of it?! The jester doll was real, while the king was the puppet!”


      Vortigern spun around laughing with delight. He was the complete opposite of the overpowered phony.


      In any case, the real fight was finally beginning. I deployed weapons all around me.


      “As for this cute body of mine, transferring my soul into it was the result of much magical experimentation.”


      “Save the talking for when you’re dead! Art activate! Wyrm Strike!”


      I unleashed my familiars again. Blades containing the Puffster squad transformed into wyrms and charged at the true sorcerer.


      “Oops. I thought you might do that!” Vortigern was entirely calm, moving nothing but his fingertips. The fallen body of the phony shook and then jumped in front of the real Vortigern with incredible speed. When the puppet’s arms spread wide, he blocked every one of the wyrms I’d unleashed and sent the blades crashing to the ground.


      “Egh! The invincible puppet’s still moving even though we’ve found his real body?! What a pain in the butt boss!”


      “Mweh heh heh heh! Sorry about that! But getting people mad is what I do!”


      My irritation was like the funniest thing in the world to him. He had the worst personality.


      “My life of seclusion on this island had grown tiresome. You’re the exact kind of fresh victims...I mean, entertaining guests I needed. How thrilled I am!”


      “Is that right? But how do you expect to protect yourself from all of us with just one invincible puppet?”


      A moment later, Arisu fired countless spells at Vortigern. As expected, Vortigern moved his fingertips to position the fake body as a shield.


      But how are you gonna block the next one? On either side of Vortigern, Merlin and Wacko (with Arisu no longer on her back) were rushing in.


      “I insist I get at least one hit on him! ☆”


      “I fully agree with the pink girly man!”


      In a rage, they both lunged at the sorcerer king at once...but Vortigern simply laughed and spoke three words. “Puppet, come forth.”


      “Grooooooooh!” roared two voices.


      “What?!”


      Two magic circles appeared in midair, and from them stepped two more phony Vortigerns! Merlin’s and Wacko’s attacks were both blocked by the two new invincible enemies, and then they were both sent flying when struck by the enemies’ tough arms.


      “Mweh heh heh heh! Did I surprise you? Did I give you a fright?! I can control more than one at a time!” Vortigern’s loud laughter echoed through the room, then he repeated his chant several more times. “Puppet, come forth! Puppet, come forth! Puppet, come forth!”


      The scene before us was something out of a nightmare. We’d struggled to handle just one of this invincible boss, and now we were facing an army of them.


      “The creatures attacking you are my special magic puppets, made from a combination of the highest quality magic ores and muscle fiber from the toughest of magical beasts. Let’s see how you handle a dozen of them at once!”


      All I could do was laugh in spite of the situation. “Ha ha ha... You really are the prank-loving king. You just gave me the biggest shock of my life.”


      “Mweh heh hee. Oh, I’m sure I did! This brings back memories. Before they drove me out of my kingdom, I would throw my experimental creatures at the citizens without warning. How I loved to watch them panic!”


      Vortigern moved his fingertips, which caused his invincible puppets to lift their fists in unison before stepping forward with enough force to crack the floor.


      “But I’ve treated you to enough surprises already. Now I long for the thrill of despair! Entertain me with adorable looks of dismay!” Like a commander waving their baton, the coldhearted sorcerer king waggled his fingertips in my direction.


      But it was at that very moment that I snapped my fingers loud. “Not so fast, Your Majesty. I think it’s time that you fell for one of our pranks.”


      “Huh?” Vortigern’s face went blank...and a moment later, his surprise was washed over with amazement. A single spear had pierced him through his back, emerging from his chest.


      “What?! How did you?!”


      “A middle-aged man with a creepy doll for a body? That’s too many character traits,” Spearo quipped. “You’re like the opposite of me.”


      It was then that the sorcerer king finally realized Spearo had been quietly creeping up behind him.


      “Art activate! Covert Action! I’ve been hiding my presence and waiting for the right moment. Looks like you fell into our trap, Your Majesty.”


      “Guh... How...dare...” The sorcerer king tried to push Spearo away from him using his puppets, but he was too late.


      The others hadn’t been sitting idle while Spearo and I were keeping Vortigern distracted either. They were closing in on him and about to attack all at once.


      “This is payback for the torment you made us suffer! ☆ Scythe strike art activate! Heaven’s Burial Slash!” Merlin’s slash cut Vortigern across his chest.


      “I hope I never have to face another boss like you! Taijutsu art! Crushing Leg Stomp!” Wacko’s foot hit him in the face.


      “I’ve spent so much time around flashy characters that I’m done being plain and boring! Spearwork art! Soul Gouge!” Spearo’s thrust left a gaping hole in his torso.


      The sorcerer king screamed...but he didn’t fall to the ground. He was merely howling with rage. “H-How dare you?! How dare you use violence against a king such as I?!”


      Vortigern’s artificial face twisted into a scowl as he created countless magic circles around himself. This time, he wasn’t summoning more invincible puppets. From the center of each magic circle came energy in the form of fire, ice, or lightning. He was about to obliterate us all with a huge blast of magic.


      But before he had the chance, multiple black beams burned away all of his magic circles at once.


      “What?!”


      “Sorry about that, sorcerer king. When it comes to magic, I’m as powerful as you are.”


      I looked back and saw Arisu smiling proudly with her spellbook open. Nice work. I really can rely on this little imp!


      “Now finish him, Yuri!”


      “You got it.”


      I walked toward the stupefied Vortigern and put my finger against his lips. His eyes were trembling with confusion. Most likely, he could understand why I wasn’t attacking him.


      “Now, Vortigern. It’s time for one last big surprise.”


      “Uh, what? What are you...?!”


      Instinctive fear took hold of him and he tried to run, but it was already too late. I thrust my finger into his mouth. “Looks like you’ll have to make do with your own despair, Vortigern! Special art activate! Boundless Calamity Summon!”


      “Mghghhhh?!”


      Boundless Calamity Summon allowed me to summon a huge quantity of monsters at once. Unable to withstand the massive horde of creatures spawning inside his body, Sorcerer King Vortigern exploded in a screech of despair!




      Vorti: “She’s a bigger tyrant than me!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 78 — Hidden Boss Monster Acquired!


      “Th-This is a prank too faaaar!” Vortigern cried as he exploded into pieces.


      “You’re in no position to criticize, tyrant king.”


      As my army of monsters burst through his insides, he turned into particles of light and vanished. Then came a message accompanied by fanfare.




      World news!


      Yuri, Arisu, Spearo, Merlin, and Wacko’s party was first to defeat Sorcerer King Vortigern! The race to clear the hidden dungeon Vortigern’s Cursed Island has concluded!




      “All right! We did it!” Looks like finally it’s over.


      If another Vortigern had appeared and told us, “It’s another prank! The doll was fake too! ☆” I would have lost it, but even Vortigern wasn’t twisted enough for that.


      “Sorry, everyone I just summoned. I’m sure it’s not nice to appear inside an enemy’s body.”


      “Grrrgaah!” The monsters growled to tell me something along the lines of, “No, it’s fun! We like pretending to be born!” As they vanished, they were wagging their tails—my monsters were cute as always (if a little depraved).


      As I watched my familiars vanish, another message window appeared in front of me.




      Taming Successful! Extra boss monster Sorcerer King Vortigern became your ally!


      * Extra bosses are extremely powerful.


      Although categorized as regular boss monsters, they are similar to giant monsters in that they may only be summoned once per hour, and only for a three-minute duration.




      “Ooh. Never thought I’d tame him!”


      I’d honestly thought it’d be too unlikely while playing with a party. It hadn’t been an issue when I’d teamed up with Korin to fight Atlach-Nacha because Korin hadn’t landed a single hit on the boss itself, but this time everyone had landed a ton of hits. I was amazed that I’d pulled it off.


      “It must be because of the overkill when I dealt the final blow. That and my pure luck build, of course. Now I’ve gained a powerful new ally for the event!”


      With his power to control invincible puppets, Vortigern had proved a troublesome opponent, but I couldn’t ask for a better ally. He might have been a tyrannical brute of a middle-aged man turned into a twisted little girl, but enough time spent basking in the aura of an upright man of justice like myself would soon put him right. It’s like they say: Lie with dogs and you catch their fleas (I’m so smart for knowing that proverb).


      “Oh dear, dear me.” Merlin grimaced at my message window. “You don’t mean to tell me I may have to fight him another time? ☆”


      “Ugh, that could be a pain...” Arisu reacted similarly.


      Oh, these two are on the Goddess side, I remembered. It could be them I summon him to fight.


      “Ha ha. Sucks to be you guys. But hey, if you wanna complain about it, why not say it to Vortigern’s face?” Without waiting for a reply, I spoke the incantation. “Vortigern, come forth.”


      A magic circle appeared in front of me, and out came the doll, still dazed from dying a moment ago.


      “Grrrr! You dare summon me right after killing me like that?! What a fiendish master I’ve found! Have you no heart?!”


      He’s really gonna start off by bad-mouthing me?


      When Vortigern scowled at me with dissatisfaction, I channeled my justice power into my finger and flicked his forehead. “Eek! I’m sorry!” he said with tearful eyes.


      “See that, everyone? I sent righteous energy directly into his evil brain and made him express remorse for all he’s done.”


      “No, it’s only that you’re reminding him of the horrible way you just killed him!” everyone shot back.


      Why’re they all against me?! They should be siding with me!


      “Ah ha ha... Even this tyrannical brute of a king can’t hold a candle to the pure wickedness of the demon lord,” Spearo said.


      “Evil bows to the greater evil, like they say,” Wacko agreed.


      The pair smiled weakly.


      Pure wickedness?! Greater evil?! Are they seriously talking about me?! “Haah. Okay, fine. The important thing is that I had some good fun today. Thanks to you too, Vortigern. All those traps you set up really made this dungeon worth clearing.”


      “Grrr... I set it up so I could see you panic. I wasn’t trying to make anyone happy...” Vortigern muttered, caught off guard by the unexpected praise. It was then that a look of sudden realization appeared on his artificial face. “I just remembered something! Sorry, master, but would you mind unsummoning me?!”


      “Huh? What’s gotten into you?”


      “Th-The thing is...” The words he spoke next would give us the biggest surprise of the whole day. “I had one final prank set up... If I’m defeated, it starts a three-minute countdown until this whole place explodes!”


      “Whaaaaat?!” Our screams echoed through the castle.


      A moment later, there was a shrill alarm and a message appeared.




      The indestructible property has been removed from Vortigern’s Castle! Three minutes from now, the entire castle will explode!


      Players caught in the blast will take 99,999 damage and die regardless of any skills they may have active!




      “L-L-Let’s get outta here!” You gotta be kidding me! How’s it gonna end like this!


      And so, we had no time to pause to appreciate the dungeon we’d just cleared. Instead, we ran for the exit as fast as our legs could carry us.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 79 — Everyone Loves Yuri!!!


      With the War of Annihilation only a day away, the biggest battle event in online gaming history was right around the corner.


      At the moment, the top three players on the Demon Lord side—myself, Zansword, and Baldy—were walking through Helheim and thinking hard.


      “Sorry for roping you both into helping me choose my next skill,” I said to the two walking at either side of me.


      After thinking about the best way to use the precious remaining time before the event, I’d decided I had to pick the third of my limited skills.


      Limited skills were powerful abilities purchased with points earned through events such as the battle royale—Weapon Barricade was one, for example. However, to ensure players who missed events didn’t get left too far behind, players were only able to equip three limited skills at any one time.


      “If I pick the wrong one, I can always erase it and buy something else later. It’s just that we don’t get many chances to earn event points, so I’d rather choose carefully.”


      I had no particular weak points to compensate for with a new skill. I’d already increased my offensive capabilities by evolving my familiars and learning new arts; as for my defense, my Relentless skill was as useful as ever, and I could even call upon shields. The more I thought about it, the more I realized I had incredible versatility, unlike when I’d first started the game.


      “But if I wanna win the War of Annihilation tomorrow, I’ve got to give it all I’ve got. That’s why I think it’s high time I picked that third skill.”


      In the end, I’d decided to let two of my strongest rivals choose the skill for me. I was only versatile in my own opinion—from someone else’s viewpoint, I might still have some serious room for improvement. Besides, I could only be certain they would fight alongside me until the end of the next event. If I wanted to get their advice, it could be now or never.


      “Heh heh,” Zansword laughed. “You’ve shown fine judgment, Yuri. To get stronger in online games, it’s crucial to listen to the opinions of others. Though I must say, my opinion alone should have sufficed.”


      “Ha! What’s an unemployed samurai nerd know about anything? It’s me Yuri needs to ask. Now leave us to it, would you?”


      “What did you say, you bald barbarian?!”


      They glared at each other with me still between them. I could never understand why they found it so hard to get along.


      “I just want you two to help me choose my skill...”


      “Choose Fearless Sword Frenzy to improve your sword fighting!”


      “You gotta pick Iron-Fisted Rakshasa to power up your punches!”


      The two of them glared at each other again and said “Huuuh?!” Then they readied their sword and fist even though we were in the middle of town.


      Hey, hold it! I’m taking the brunt of the bloodlust they’re throwing out! “Why are you two acting like this...?”


      I heard some remarks from passersby: “It’s a battle for her heart!” and “They’ll have to duke it out man to man!”


      Confused by it all, I had no idea what to do. All I knew was that I couldn’t let two of our best players fall out with each other when the War of Annihilation was only a day away!


      “I say we settle this right here!” Zansword yelled. “Yuri belongs to me!”


      “No way. She’s my archenemy!”


      Unless I could somehow defuse the situation, it seemed a fight was inevitable.


      Suddenly, we heard a shrill voice from behind us. “Cut that out!” It wasn’t a particularly clever or original line, but the voice carried enough charisma to strike the listener’s heart.


      Where have I heard this voice before...? Well, at least it was enough to stop Zansword and Baldy in their tracks.


      “Wow. I don’t know who you are, but thanks!”


      Just as I tried to turn around to see who it was, I felt two strong hands clamp down tight on my shoulders and pull me closer.


      “Yuri’s the archenemy of no one but me: Pendragon!”


      “Pendragon?!”


      The mystery individual who’d prevented the fight turned out to be none other than Pendragon, Goddess of Dawn, the commander of the enemy army!


      What’s she doing here?!




      “If either of you hope to lay a hand on Yuri, you’ll have to defeat me first!”


      “Huh?!”


      The trouble was only intensifying. Pendragon hadn’t stepped in to stop Zansword and Baldy from fighting at all. She just didn’t want them to compete over me while leaving her out of it.


      Now all three of them were about to fight in the middle of town. However...


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Whew. I never thought I’d get arrested by a guard NPC.” Pendragon inexplicably looked pleased with herself.


      “You should’ve seen that coming,” I replied in disbelief.


      We’d since relocated to an open-air café in Helheim. I was sitting facing Pendragon, and Zansword and Baldy were standing behind me, both glaring at her.


      “Ha ha ha. This is just what I’d expect from the two top players supporting Yuri. There’s fighting spirit in those eyes... I consider you both worthy of killing me.”


      “Spare us the quips, Pendragon. The only reason you got released so quickly is because I’m Helheim’s ruler,” I said. “Same goes for these two,” I added, gesturing at Baldy and Zansword.


      “Hah,” Pendragon laughed.


      Don’t laugh, idiot. What sort of boss player gets themselves arrested the moment they show up?


      I took a swig of my water then asked her the important question. “So, what are you doing here anyway? You do realize this is the headquarters of the Demon Lord side?”


      She was a top player for the Goddess side. This certainly wasn’t her home turf, and as far as many of the players here were concerned, she wasn’t welcome. Many of them were glaring at her as they walked by.


      Pendragon didn’t appear bothered. She ignored everyone but me and remained perfectly composed as she drank her milk tea. “What’s the problem?” she said. “Whatever status I might hold, why shouldn’t I be free to decide where I go and what aim I’d like to pursue in an open-world game?”


      “Uh...” I couldn’t argue with that...though she was abusing that freedom a little in my opinion. I suspected that whatever aim she might have in mind, it had to be something over the top.


      “There’s only one thing that brings me here: it’s you, Yuri. Before we battle to the death, I thought we might enjoy a relaxing chat.” Pendragon’s golden eyes shimmered as she extended her hand and softly touched my cheek.


      “Ooh?!” Zansword behind me started making excited noises for some reason, but those quickly turned into the sound of Baldy hitting him.


      “A relaxing chat...?”


      “That’s right. I said it when we first met. I do love to see people trying their best.” She continued to stroke my cheek as she spoke. “People who give things their everything are wonderful. Whenever I see someone determined to overcome their own limitations, I always want to support them, no matter the activity. And more than anything...I want to compete with them!”


      The mood suddenly changed. Now her hand against my cheek felt like the tongue of a dragon licking at me.


      “If that’s what gets you going, that’s kinda weird.”


      “I suppose it is. But I have too much talent in too many areas. When I find someone who might defeat me, I give my everything to compete with them in their chosen field... I’ve crushed countless people that way.”


      “Wow...” “Crushed,” eh? I understood what she meant: Anyone who met total defeat in a field they’d poured their heart into was sure to be left with a broken spirit. “That doesn’t surprise me, considering everything you’ve done to get the better of me. You’re not just irritatingly good at things, you take everything you do to extremes. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”


      “Yes... I’m beyond redemption, aren’t I?” Pendragon said.


      “Yeah,” I instantly agreed. Then I grabbed her hand and added, “You’re the worst and best rival I could ask for. Let me thank you again for doing so much for my sake.”


      “Ngh!” The wise look on her face contorted just slightly, and she seemed caught off guard for a moment. Finally, she laughed, though she still looked troubled. “Ha ha... Bwah ha ha! You really are a weird one. You should’ve been crushed by despair after all I’d thrown at you...and yet you were pleased by it! Are you really that twisted?”


      “Does it make you hate me?” I asked.


      “No. I love you, Yuri. You’re my ideal opponent.” Pendragon leaned forward and kissed my forehead.


      Behind me, Zansword started making more “Oooohh!” noises until Baldy...you can guess the rest.


      “Which means neither of us can afford to sit idle. I suppose I’ll go level up in preparation for tomorrow.” Pendragon finished her tea then stood up. “Thank you for giving me your time. Sorry that I did all the talking.”


      “That’s fine. Let’s do this again some time.” I also stood up.


      Suddenly, our weapons were in our hands, each of us holding a knife’s edge against each other’s throats.


      “Demon Lord Yuri, you’re the finest prey I’ve found in a long while. I’ll never allow you to escape me!”


      “Pendragon, Goddess of Dawn, cut the crap, would you? We both know you’re the prey!”


      Our longing to kill each other was sincere. I was grateful that she’d come to talk to me. On the very verge of war, she’d kindled my desire to crush her anew.


      “Ha... See you soon. Make sure you hold on to that bloodlust until tomorrow.” Pendragon turned to leave, then faded into the crowd as she sheathed her blade.


      “No one has to tell me to keep my bloodlust up...”


      I couldn’t help but smile as I watched her vanish. She looked less like a soldier containing her desire to kill and more like a woman looking forward to an upcoming date.




      Zans: “Now that’s what I’m talking about!”


      Baldy: “Shut your mouth already.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 80 — The Powerful-Pretty-Girl-With-Silver-Hair Character Template Gets Recycled as Azathoth Descends!!!


      There were no more days left until the War of Annihilation. It was finally happening.


      I logged in just before 1 p.m., which was when it was due to start. The town of Helheim, currently being used as a base for players on the Demon Lord side, was already thronging with people.


      “Feels like the wait is finally over!”


      I was in high spirits and raring to go. Everything I could do to prepare for today had already been done.


      “Status window open,” I said so I could check my build one last time.




      Name: Yuri


      Level: 96


      Class: High summoner


      Secondary class: Battle crafter


      Weapons: Bow, sword, greatsword, spear, scythe, shield, amulet


      Guild: Yuri’s Justice Team (guildmaster)


      Karma score: -1,271,145 (pure evil)


      Attributes: Strength: 0 / Defense: 0 / Magic: 0 / Agility: 0


      / Luck: 1050 × 3 × 2 + 105 + 1200 = 7605


      Skills


      Attribute-boosting skills: Luck Boost, Against All Odds (doubles all attributes when HP is 1)


      Survival skills: Relentless


      Damage-boost skills: Fatal Strike, Up Close and Personal, Genocide Killer, Merciless Death God, Absolute Zero, Twisted


      Weapon recovery skills: Hello? Forgetting Something?


      Familiar support skills: Demon Lord Kin


      Avatar support and system expansion skills: God-Killing Fist, Demonic Archery, Demon Lord Shock Wave, Body of a Demon Lord, Master of Evil, Weapon Barricade (limited skill #1), Demon Lord of the Crimson Lotus, Profane Pillager, Merchant of Death, Lord of All Things, Fearless Sword Frenzy (limited skill #2), Iron-Fisted Rakshasa (limited skill #3)


      Class Abilities: Taming, Chimera Creation, Summoning, Forbidden Summoning, Giant Monster Summoning, Production, Carrying, Forwarding, Weapons Master




      Equipment


      Head: Attire of Heaven’s Wrath, Dark Ornament (Created by Françoise and modified by Grim).


      Effects: Halves the wearer’s strength, magic, defense, and agility. MP +300. Luck +400.


      Equipment skills:


      Progeny of the Great Tengu: Halves MP cost of Tenma School arts.


      Successor to Makai of the Six Realms (limited equipment skill #1): Enables the use of the following arts from another world: Asura mantra, Demon Slaying Blade; Preta mantra, Voracious Shield, Naraka mantra, Scythe of Reckoning; Human mantra, Hand of Avarice; Deva mantra, Arrow of Debilitation; Beast mantra, Conflagration of Repression. *These arts can only be used while also equipping a suitable weapon.


      Body: Attire of Heaven’s Wrath, Dark Raiment (created by Françoise and modified by Grim).


      Effects: Halves the wearer’s strength, magic, defense, and agility. MP +300. Luck +400.


      Defier of the Knight Queen (limited equipment skill #2): When HP is 30% or lower, enables the use of the following art from another world: Hellfire Unleashed, Rakshasa of Purgatory.


      Feet: Attire of Heaven’s Wrath, Cycle of Darkness (created by Françoise and modified by Grim).


      Effects: Halves the wearer’s strength, magic, defense, and agility. MP +300. Luck +400. Possessed by Mor.


      Archdemon’s Blessing (limited equipment skill #3): When HP is 30% or lower, triggers the following skill from another world: Driven by Indignation (rebalanced edition). MP costs are reduced to one third.


      Equipped Weapon: Beginner’s Bow (Requirements: None. Attack power: 51. Possessed by Puff 11)


      Accessories: Accursed Princess Ring (limits HP to 1, but while worn, there is a very low chance that a skill cooldown time will be reduced to zero), Dark God’s Covenant Necklace (triples luck when HP is 1), Poison Resistance Ring (has a low chance to nullify poison).




      “All right. No flaws whatsoever.”


      I was finally approaching level 100. I had no doubt that I was among the best of the best within BSO. I even had a rich set of arts from visiting NPC masters throughout the game. Nothing was left except to clash with the Goddess side.


      “There you are, Yuri,” called Zansword. “Fashionably late, I see.”


      “Hope you got some good sleep last night,” Baldy said.


      “Hey, guys. It’s finally the day of the war.”


      “Indeed. But first, there’s something you must know...” Zansword was frowning as he opened up a menu window and showed it to me. “This is BSO’s official website. A short while ago, the player counts for the Goddess side and the Demon Lord side were announced.”


      “Ooh!” I’d love to see those. Eager to satisfy my curiosity, I gazed at the menu window. “Let’s see... There are 250,000 participating players. Of those, 170,000 joined the Goddess side and 80,000 chose the Demon Lord side...” Ha ha ha... That’s some disparity we’ve got. The enemy has over twice our numbers. But still... I slammed my fists together in anticipation. “That’s fine by me. I’m gonna crush every last one of them!” I wasn’t nervous in the slightest. More enemies just meant more opportunities for me to show everyone what I could do.


      “Heh heh. That’s our Yuri. Zansword here looked ready to cry when he saw those numbers.”


      “Grrr. What did you just say? I’ll have you know I’m no coward!”


      “Coulda fooled me.”


      They were back to arguing as always...but since they’d stuck together all this time, maybe it was actually a sign of how well they got along.


      “Just to be sure, you’re not gonna try to kill each other today, are you?” I asked with a laugh.


      Before they could answer, we were interrupted by a woman’s voice coming from deep within the ground beneath us. “Citizens, gather before me!”


      As she spoke, the sky over Helheim became covered with dark clouds, prompting players all around to ask each other what was going on.


      “Ever since the Goddess and I struck each other down countless moons ago, I have slept within this tomb... Just how long has it been, I wonder? Oh, but my citizens, you have done well to free my soul.”


      Dark particles began to float upward from the ground. They rose up into the air and started to collect into a single mass.


      “And now, on this day, after many millennia, I am once again here to vie with the Goddess! My soldiers, you must fight my cause well! Rally to me, for...”


      A moment later, the glowing black mass burst into dazzling light. By the time we’d recovered from the blinding flash, the particles had taken the form of a woman.


      “...I, Demon Lord Azathoth, have given you my blessing!”


      Before us was a beyond-human entity from the deepest reaches of space. She appeared to be a woman wearing a plain black dress who was floating in the air above us. It was clear at a glance she wasn’t human—she had seven black wings that were growing out of her back, and a glowing black halo hovered over her head.


      “I see... So, this is Azathoth.” Come to think of it, the War of Annihilation was supposed to be a war between followers of the Demon Lord Azathoth and followers of the Goddess Ymir.


      The grand reveal and pronouncement from our leader should’ve helped get players hyped for the event...but everyone was just looking up at her awkwardly.


      So, they gave Azathoth silver hair, red eyes that look a little dead, and the title of Demon Lord... She looks kinda like...


      “You’re just ripping off Demon Lord Yuri!” everyone yelled at her.


      “I’m not ripping off of anybody!” she yelled back.


      She’d only just appeared, and already we’d reduced her to tears.


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Will this satisfy you?! Will you all stop calling me a rip off now?!” Azathoth tearfully pleaded, putting her hair up in bunches.


      It must have really gotten to her to have everyone accuse her of copying me. “Ha ha... Silver hair and red eyes isn’t exactly a rare combination in online games.”


      In my case it had come from the random character generator, but a lot of players chose that same combo. Arisu was another example. Knowing the devs, I was sure they’d probably created Azathtoh that way with no thought beyond “This ought to look about right.”


      “Gah... How humiliating. Yuri, was it? I’m killing you.” Azathoth (twintail edition) glared at me.


      “It’s no good killing me,” I replied with an awkward smile. “Your enemy’s the Goddess.”


      We hadn’t even gotten started, and the Demon Lord side was already in chaos. That said, with all of us acting like excited idiots, it created an atmosphere I kind of liked.


      “Now... Let’s try this again. Allow me to tell you the official rules of the War of Annihilation.” Azathoth cleared her throat then began her explanation.




      The rules were as follows.


      1. For today only, upon logging in, players on the Demon Lord side will spawn at the Demon Lord’s Tomb, Yuggoth, while players on the Goddess side will spawn at Goddess’s Spirit Tree, Yggdrasill. Players will be unable to leave their respective towns until the war begins.


      2. The entire world of BSO will form the battlefield. When the War of Annihilation begins, all mobs, NPCs, and wild monsters across the world will temporarily vanish.


      3. The condition for winning is simple. The side that completely annihilates the other wins. (*Defeated players will be teleported to a special area where they can spectate until the event concludes. Players who log in after the event has already started will also be sent to this spectator zone.)


      4. From the start of the war, the edges of the world will turn into a death zone. Players in the death zone will continuously take damage. This death zone will gradually expand toward the center of the world. This will stop players from hiding in remote areas of the map.




      “All right. That first rule explains why the town’s so busy.”


      I looked at the crowds that filled Helheim. The Goddess side’s base, the snowy town of Nibelheim, was sure to be even more packed. I wondered how Arisu and anyone else who hated crowds was handling it. Players as small as her or Korin were probably getting crushed.


      “I get the gist—it’s a war where we try to annihilate each other with the whole world as the stage. The rule about a damage zone gradually closing in on us is something that was already on the official site.”


      That fourth rule was basically standard for battle-royale-type games, save for that normally, the position the damage zone closed in on would be randomly determined after the game started. It was new information that the play area would be shrinking toward the world’s center—it gave me a lot to think about.


      “Well, now we know the rules. Though one thing still bothers me...” I put my hands around my mouth like a megaphone and yelled a question at Demon Lord Azathoth. “Hey, Azathoth! What’s your job gonna be?! Are you fighting with us or what?”


      Her shoulders twitched.


      It turned out I wasn’t the only player who wanted to know.


      “Are you like a superstrong assistant character?” called one.


      “Show us what a Demon Lord can do!” called another.


      Azathoth paused for a long while before she answered. “W-Well... I’m merely a spirit, incapable of interfering with your world... Which means!”


      “Which means?” everyone echoed back.


      “Which means it’s my job to cheer you all on!”


      “She’s useless!” everyone yelled.


      For a moment, everyone on the Demon Lord side was on the same wavelength. More cries of “She’s useless!” were spreading throughout the whole town. We couldn’t believe that after her grand entrance, she turned out to be no more than the team mascot.


      “Can’t you at least buff us with spells?!”


      “You’re really just gonna sit around looking cute?!”


      “Yuri was always gonna be our real commander anyway!”


      With each new gibe from the crowd, Azathoth’s face grew increasingly red until she finally snapped. “Sh-Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! The Goddess Ymir’s not doing anything either! Don’t put all the blame on me!”


      She actually sounded less like a woman flying into a rage and more like a little dog yapping at everyone. Our Demon Lord was really cute.


      “Ha ha ha... This is soothing and all, but it’s no way to set the mood...” Guess I’ll have to step in...


      I quickly became the center of attention as I stepped out from the crowd and summoned a monster at my feet. I felt everyone’s eyes on my back as I chanted “Vanishing Firebird, come forth” into the void.


      A giant flaming bird sprung from the summoning circle at my feet. It was Chirpster—a boss monster and one of my allies. He knew exactly what I wanted from him, beating his wings hard the moment I was on his back.


      The Demon Lord side players all watched me soar into the sky.


      “Wh-What are you doing?” Azathoth demanded.


      “You can be quiet for a while,” I told her.


      “O-Okay?!” Azathoth in the sky beside me fell silent.


      I looked down at the players and spoke to them quietly and solemnly. “Everyone, now is the time to steel your resolve. The time for killing has come.”


      The atmosphere grew tense in an instant. The expression on every face changed.


      “I want you to consider our situation... The enemy has more than twice our numbers. What’s more, there are numerous assassins among them, and hordes of players imitating my fighting style. It ought to be clear to everyone that we can’t win this.”


      No one voiced a word of disagreement. They knew it was true. We were inferior from the start, and our chances of winning were next to none. And yet...


      “But you’ve still all gathered here on this battlefield! You all knew the disadvantages we face...and yet you had the courage to join the battle!”


      I was so proud of them I couldn’t hide it. It was easy to join an army when conditions were in its favor, but few would want to enter a battlefield knowing they were probably going to lose.


      Respect filled my heart as I looked down on our 80,000 heroes. Their eyes too were full of pride for having chosen my side.


      “They say the coming War of Annihilation will be the biggest event in online gaming history. Our battle will be viewed on streaming sites far and wide. Imagine what the viewers will think. If the Demon Lord side can win this, they’ll surely call it a miracle.”


      And if that’s what’s needed...


      “I’m gonna rise up and give you that miracle! Let me hold you in my thrall from now until the moment of our victory! Today we forge a new legend in the history of online gaming!”


      “Roooooooooh!!!” The entire army cheered at once! Their roar shook the ground and filled the air with heat.


      Okay, that’s everyone fired up!


      “D-Did everyone forget about me...?” Azathoth mumbled.


      I turned to her and gave her a thumbs up.


      “Huh...?”


      “Don’t just say ‘Huh.’ I’ve set the stage for you.” I looked into her crimson eyes. Even if she was an NPC, she was the story’s Demon Lord—and every “lord” had a job to do. “This started as a war between you and the goddess, right? Then you have to command some respect. Powerless or not, hold your head up high. Be the one to declare the start of the fighting.”


      “Y-You... As you wish!” The look on Azathoth’s face changed. She spread her black wings and addressed the crowd with vigor. “Followers of demons! The time has come to settle this conflict! Be as bloodthirsty beasts with your fangs bared, and brandish your weapons with a lust to kill!”


      “Rooooh!” came the cheer from Helheim below. The players held their weapons aloft. Each armament had a black steel finish with sparsely arranged red lines of demonic energy as though they were streaked with blood, giving them a menacing air. They were proof that these players were on the Demon Lord side—the Demon Steel arms exclusive to following Azathoth.


      My own weapons had, of course, been modified in the same way. (The crafters’ alliance had been worked half to death since I had over a hundred of them.)


      “Okay, Azathoth, I think we’ve waited long enough. Say the final word.”


      My heart was racing as Azathoth nodded firmly. She raised her arm. “Very well. Ragnarok, the War of Annihilation starts now!”


      Finally, the starting signal had been given. The biggest war in online gaming history was underway!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 81 — Ragnarok, the War of Annihilation, Commences


      “Let’s go, everyone!”


      “Roooooooh!”


      I rushed onto the battlefield with 80,000 players behind me. We were moving across an empty wasteland, and with all the monsters gone, there was nothing to hold back our advance.


      “We have to seize Starting Town, no matter what. According to the map, it’s right in the center of the world.”


      We had the smaller army—if we were going to defeat a force more than twice our size, we’d need a defensive position. Therefore, our aim was to set up in Starting Town.


      “If we can capture that town, the death zone closing in on the center of the world won’t be a problem for us.”


      That would give us a huge advantage. We’d be able to fight without being under pressure to advance our front lines, while our opponents would have a wall closing in on them from behind. It would work like a pincer attack of sorts.


      “Problem is, the enemy probably has the exact same idea...which means the real fighting’s gonna start the moment we get into Starting Town.”


      We’d prepared as best we could, and it was time to see whether it paid off. For now, all we could do was keep running.


      As I was thinking about our strategy with my army advancing ever onward, a strange silhouette came into view.


      “What’s...that...?”


      Way off in the distance, a pillar of light was extending upward from our intended destination. Players around me gasped as they spotted it. Few of them had seen it in person, but they all had an idea what it was. There was a tense look on every face as we ran.


      “Oh, no way... It can’t be!”


      We continued onward, and our suspicions were confirmed once we’d gone far enough to see the town in the distance. By this point, we knew exactly what the mysterious edifice was without needing to get any closer—the column of light towering over Starting Town wasn’t a pillar at all.


      “The Goddess’s Spirit Tree, Yggdrasil. But it’s supposed to be in the snowy town! It’s what marks the Goddess side’s headquarters!”


      How’d it get there...? Well, I don’t have time to figure it out now!


      “Everyone, halt! If the town’s already under their occupation—”


      Just as I was about to warn everyone that we shouldn’t approach carelessly, countless beams of light appeared in the distance.


      “Shield, come forth! Everyone, brace yourselves!”


      “Hnngh!”


      The Demon Lord Army reacted in an instant. Some used defensive arts, others used their weapons as shields, and some simply froze in confusion. As each member did what they could, thousands of long-range magic attacks came raining down on us.


      “Guh... It can’t be...!”


      A sound like CLINK CLINK CLINK CLINK was heard all across our army. Fire, ice, wind, lighting, and—worst of all—powerful dark magic were pelting us. The sound, then, was everyone’s armor gradually being chipped away.


      While low-level players and those without proper defenses began dying to the deadly shower, I looked to the source of the light beams. “She might be as merciless as Pendragon!”


      I spotted a devil standing atop the walls surrounding the town, and she had a troop of mages at her back. There was no mistaking her even from this distance—that tiny frame could only belong to one of the VR gaming’s oldest veterans, Wrathful Queen Arisu.


      The moment I identified her, I heard an unexpected electronic sound in my ears as an alert informed me, “Your friend Arisu is requesting to start a video call.”


      “Oh, that’s right...we added each other as friends before leaving the cursed island.” I thought back as I blocked her dark beams. Our adventure that day had been a lot of fun.


      With several shields still deployed to defend me, I accepted the request. In the small window that appeared, I saw Arisu with her spellbook open. “Good day, Yuri. It appears you’re already in a pinch.”


      Amid the screams of the dying, I spoke to the woman responsible. “Hey there, Arisu. Didn’t take you long, did it?”


      There was only one reason for her to make a call to an enemy like me in this situation. I could guess what she was about to say.


      In the small window, an evil smile formed on Arisu’s pretty baby face. “I declare this our victory. Remain where you are so I can take my time killing you all!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 82 — Versus Wrathful Queen Arisu


      “I’ll let you in on a secret you can take to the grave,” Arisu said via video call as her rain of death continued to pummel us. “Moving the Goddess’s spirit tree to Starting Town was part of Pendragon’s plan. I’m sure you saw the rule on the official website about the damage zone that slowly closes in?”


      “Yeah. But we didn’t know where it would close in on until Demon Lord Azathoth told us.”


      It had to be that way. Battle royale games rarely let players know where they’d need to move toward until after the game had already started. If I’d known, I would’ve tried to move our base into that position, just like Pendragon.


      “Are you telling me Pendragon knew all along that Starting Town was gonna be the center of the safe zone?”


      “Not at all. Even she isn’t all-knowing. She’d simply said, ‘Let’s choose a location that’s ideal for rapidly dispatching troops to wherever the enemy might be.’ The best location just happened to be at the center of the world.”


      Just so happened? In other words...


      “She got incredibly lucky. I hear that you, however, are always unlucky.”


      As Arisu spoke, the attacks from the mages grew in intensity. Our weaker players were gradually being wiped out.


      “Ha ha... Unlucky?”


      That was the word I hated more than any other. I hated it so much that I’d ventured into a digital world to escape it. I’d thought bad luck could never follow me here.


      “You might be about to die, but don’t feel too down about it, Yuri,” the merciless queen said. “After all, you could never have known that Starting Town would be under the Goddess Side’s control. You see, eleven minutes before the War of Annihilation began, players who’d already logged in were transported to their respective bases a minute early. It was during that final minute that Pendragon put this plan into action.”


      “I see.”


      Perhaps to help set the scene for the showdown between Demon Lord and Goddess, the BSO website had informed us right before the event’s start that, “Players will be summoned to each base ten minutes before the event begins. After that point, bases may not change their locations.” Pendragon had waited until the last possible minute to put her plan into action without us noticing. My rival really was thorough.


      “I’m done explaining our secrets to you now... Though I have to say, Yuri, you’re remarkably calm.” Arisu suddenly knit her brow. My ability to remain calm while continuing to endure her massive assault seemed to be making her nervous. “I never thought you of all people would accept defeat so quietly.”


      “Looks like it’s about time,” I said while taking my eyes off Arisu. I could sense that the magic assault was fading a little in its intensity. That was no surprise—ordinary spells had a range of about ten meters, so firing at opponents farther away required huge amounts of MP and longer spell casts. It also required a high-level mage to pull off. In fact, a lone mage would always run into range limits no matter what they did. To get the extreme range they needed here, there had to be other mages backing them up with support spells.


      “Oh dear... Don’t tell me you expect our attacks to stop, Yuri? You must take us for fools! We have multiple teams of mages, and the moment one group stands down, another will launch a new barrage of long-range spells with perfect timing.”


      “You can’t keep up this level of intensity though, can you?”


      “Uh...” Arisu was lost for words.


      The attacks might continue indefinitely, but they couldn’t keep going at full power. Their players were all at wildly different levels, creating huge differences in the power and types of spells they could use. I was certain she’d have the highest level players use their strongest spells first to ensure she caused maximum damage early on—soon enough, they’d fall into cycles of waxing and waning.


      “I felt your attacks grow more intense the moment you said the word ‘unlucky.’ That was probably the end of the first team’s attack. The intensity’s dropped a little since then.”


      Her most powerful attack squad had to be resting now.


      “And what of it?” Arisu muttered in response. “You might be right, but even with a few drops in intensity, you’re still enduring a nonstop barrage of thousands of magical attacks. Don’t tell me you still think you can advance on the town with this going on?!”


      “No, that’s impossible.”


      Even I’d be torn to shreds if I tried moving now. I did have the option of using Boundless Calamity Summon to let my monsters act as shields while using the Voracious Shield art to absorb all their spells as I advanced...but even if it would’ve worked, I could only use the former once per hour, and the latter was very short-lived. Both of those skills had to be used with careful timing...and besides, I knew I wouldn’t need them here.


      “There’s no need for us to charge ahead recklessly. We’ve already got another plan in motion!”


      “Huh?”


      It was then that we heard a ferocious roar that shook the ground beneath us.


      “Uh, wh-what?!”


      Arisu couldn’t help but flinch, and her fellow soldiers were just as confused. They turned to face the sound—it was coming from behind them. A transformation was taking place at the world’s center, within the very town they’d made their base.


      Now’s the perfect timing! “Feast to your heart’s content! Forbidden Dark Dragon Cthulhu Replica!”


      “Greeeeeh!!!”


      A demonic howl shook the air, and, with the Goddess’s spirit tree behind her, my monstrosity’s misshapen tentacles emerged from the ground. The Forbidden Dark Dragon Cthulhu Replica, my most ferocious familiar, had possessed the terrain and appeared right in the middle of the enemy’s position!


      “Sic ’em!”


      “Greeeeeeeeh!”


      And thus the slaughter began. With a snarl, Cthulhu swung her plump tentacles at the enemy army.


      “I-Isn’t this Yuri’s familiar?!”


      “What’s it doing here in Starting Town?!”


      The sudden twist was sending the mages into a panic. They stopped focusing on us and instead sent all their attacks at Cthulhu. However...


      “Greeh... Greehgreeeeeeeeh!”


      The forbidden dragon was unbeaten. She rampaged with unflinching zeal as the mages’ attack pummeled her and scattered her bodily fluids. Tentacles covered in haphazard rows of teeth swept through the enemy, swallowing some players and mowing down others.


      In the video call window, I saw Arisu looking worried. “Wha?! What’s going on here?! That monster can’t just be summoned anywhere. It’s supposed to be Helheim’s guardian!”


      “It’s not much different from what Pendragon did. I bought a piece of Starting Town and had Cthulhu possess it.”


      “You did what?!”


      Of course, I hadn’t set out without a plan. I’d had all kinds of things set up. “Naturally, I hadn’t known that Starting Town would be the center of the event. I’d just thought, ‘They’ll expect Cthulhu to be in Helheim and keep away from it. I’ll move her somewhere else without anyone noticing.’ It was a trap of sorts.” Now we were seeing that move pay off.


      “By sheer coincidence, you turned Cthulhu’s new nest into your base! Who’s the unlucky one now?!”


      “Grrr!” Arisu clenched her small fists.


      All the while, Cthulhu continued her rampage, devouring the mages.


      Nice work, Loo. You waited until the strongest of the mages fell back so you couldn’t be killed by the first wave of attacks. Now raise havoc! Take as many lives as you can.


      “Greeeeeh!”


      Spells were launched in Loo’s direction, the soldiers closest to her took aim at her with their weapons, and summoners set their familiars on her...but she remained undefeated. No matter how many wounds she endured, my familiar kept fighting.


      Now the tide was in our favor. It was time for the counterattack. “Demon Lord Army, chaaaarge!”


      “Roooooh!” With a roar, we all rushed forward.


      We couldn’t let Loo’s efforts go to waste. We dodged our way through the sparse rain of spells still flying at us and pressed ever onward, closing the distance of several hundred meters in no time at all.


      “Yuri!” Arisu cried.


      We had no more use for the video call. From this distance I could see her clearly, down to the sweat running down her brow as she stood atop the high wall—and I was heading straight for her.


      “You frighten me. When you’re my enemy, it seems there’s no telling what you might do.” Arisu was glaring in my direction as a badly wounded Cthulhu tentacle reached for her from behind...but without even turning around, the little imp fired a massive beam of destruction backward. It tore a huge hole through Cthulhu, causing the forbidden dragon to finally sink into the ground and vanish.


      “Good work, Loo. You did well. Now you’re going to pay for that, Arisu. I’m gonna kill you!”


      “Fine by me! Bring it on, Yuri!”


      I continued running and aimed straight for Arisu.


      With help from the Pharaoh Nitocris boss monster, also known as Mor, in my boots, I quickly scaled the ten meter wall that separated us.


      Finally, I was face-to-face with Arisu. But of course, she didn’t sit still and wait for me.


      “I, fallen angel and ruler of darkness, hereby call upon the cold dark depths of hell to bring this world to an end.” Her poetic verse was an incantation of pure devastation. An instant later, a massive magic circle appeared above Arisu’s head. “May the foolish burn in the light of my fury!”


      An ominous light was gathering around her while energy spilled from the magic circle like lightning, gradually concentrating at its center. I didn’t have to be told how powerful the attack would be—it was obviously intended to erase me completely. If my whole body were reduced to ash, then no skill could save me.


      “Burn to dust, Yuri! Advanced dark incantation! Starbreak Judgment!” She was about to unleash the ultimate beam of destruction!


      “Special movement art activate! Void Kick!” After jumping into the air, I bent my legs then sprung forward with all my might.


      Void Kick was a special movement art that I’d learned while visiting NPC masters. It let me stand on an empty patch of air for a brief moment. Essentially, it worked like a double jump...but that wasn’t all. Through my telepathic friendship with Mor, I ordered him to use Flash at the same time!


      “I call this the Void Flash!”


      “Uh?! Arrrrrggh?!”


      Just like that, our fight was over. It had all happened in an instant. Just as her destructive beam was about to consume me, I’d gotten within reach of Arisu. Then, while flying past her, I extended my hand and delivered a gentle chop to her torso.


      “Guh, ugh...” The little imp collapsed in a heap. A single hit was all it took because, just like me, she had a pure build. As a fellow player who’d given up everything to excel in one area, I had to respect her.


      With her single point of HP depleted, her body was turning into fine particles. In this world, that was proof of death.


      “Ah ha ha... I didn’t see that one coming. You...win... But...” With her last ounce of strength, she declared, “I won’t lose next time.” Her red eyes were defiant and beautiful.


      “Come at me as many times as you like. I’ll always win.” The next time, the time after that, and the time after that. I’ll never lose.


      Arisu smiled and said, “You’re as strong as you are frightening, youngster.” She exploded into particles of light and vanished.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 83 — Calamity Abounds


      “Demon Lord Army, claim this town!”


      “Rooooh!”


      With the mage unit eliminated, we poured into Starting Town.


      The place was in a wretched state, with multiple buildings crumbling and many players trapped beneath the rubble. It was all the result of Cthulhu causing maximum destruction up until the moment of her death. Her rampage had harmed a lot more players besides the mage unit. However...


      “We’ve still got superior numbers! Don’t be afraid! Drive them back!”


      “Rooooh!”


      ...we were still heavily outnumbered.


      The enemy army remained huge, with many soldiers completely unharmed and rushing at us. Some of them looked like mass-produced versions of me, while others were replicas of Zansword. There were even some bald-headed martial artists. I could guess they were clones of Baldy, but why they had to copy his hair style was beyond me.


      “All right, it’s time I used my secret weapon.”


      My forces weren’t in for an easy time. We’d lost more members than I could count enduring the onslaught from Arisu and her mages. Another clash now might just wipe out the rest.


      Fortunately, I had a trick up my sleeve. As our armies met, I thrust my palm toward the enemy and materialized a massive summoning circle.


      “Here’s what comes after Cthulhu. Giant monster summoning! Let me hear the cries of newborns! Atlach-Nacha, the Slaughter’s Exultant Panoply!”


      So came the abomination. My call was answered by a massive black spider emerging from the summoning circle right above the enemy.


      “Whooooah?!”


      A great crash shook the town, accompanied by a spray of fresh blood. Atlach-Nacha, known to me as Atty, turned the soldiers below her into red blotches resembling pressed flowers. And that was only the beginning: Atty’s true power was still to be seen.


      “Gruuugeeeeeh!” With a howl, Atty quivered.


      The needles of black fur growing from her entire body were actually black suits of armor. Armor Knight boss monsters were sprouting from her one after another. Coated in bodily fluids, the demonic army rained down on the ground, forming a force of thousands in an instant. And then...


      “Art activate! Evil Sword Summoning!”


      “Currssss!”


      The threat they posed was growing still. The thousands of armored knights summoned thousands of possessed swords known as living weapons!


      What truly made Atty fearsome was in her capacity to create an army with overwhelming numbers. The great mass she’d just birthed rushed at the Goddess side’s army, turning the battlefield into a hell of death and screaming.


      “D-Don’t back down! The big spider might be strong, but the rest are early-game monsters!”


      “Low-level players, keep to the back! You can’t let yourselves get surrounded!”


      “We can hold out here until the giant spider disappears.”


      The enemy players fought to hold back this massive assault. Many were skewered and died, but just as many responded to it with cool heads. The surprise was diminished because I’d already revealed Atty’s power back when Pendragon and I were showing off our cards in the skirmish. They knew they just had to hold out for ten seconds. Emboldened by the knowledge that creatures summoned by Giant Monster Summoning would vanish before long, they focused on defending themselves...but I had bad news for them. “I’m gonna crush that hope of yours. You’re up, tamer unit!”


      “Rooooh!” A group of players all accompanied by monsters stepped forward.


      These players had all chosen the summon tamer class—one of the evolution pathways offered to summoners on reaching level 25. Their specialty was taming monsters. They had an increased chance of successful taming, and they could even buff and heal the monsters they summoned.


      “It’s the complement of my high summoner class. No one paid you guys attention until now, but that’s all about to change.”


      The moment they stepped forward, aghast looks appeared on the faces of the enemy soldiers.


      “I’ve heard about this! Their special art was...”


      “Throw everything you’ve got at them now!”


      The enemy tried to attack the tamer unit, but a swarm of black armor and swords blocked their path.


      Now all the pieces were in place. With the enemy mages wiped out and their archers too disordered to send volleys at us, there was nothing that could stop the tamers.


      Almost ten seconds after I’d summoned Atlach-Nacha the giant spider, just when Atty was beginning to fade, they all unleashed their mana. “Special art activate! Revolutionary Pact of Loyalty!”


      Atty’s life force was instantly restored, her half dissipated body returning to its original form.


      This was their special art. They could increase the survival time of a giant monster by an extra three seconds. It sounded horribly weak for a special art, especially when considering that, much like a high summoner’s Boundless Calamity Summon, it could only be used once per hour. All that combined with the difficulty of taming a giant monster in the first place led players to believe it was a worthless art. However...


      “This art works on any ‘tamed giant monster.’ Which means you can use it on familiars besides your own. What’s more, the effect stacks without any limit!”


      “Gruuugeeeeeh!” The spider abomination howled with delight.


      This pact truly was revolutionary. Freed from the ten-second time limit on her existence, Atty went on creating black suits of armor for a further fifteen seconds, twenty seconds, thirty seconds, and for a whole minute. Even then, Atty didn’t vanish. With the support of dozens of summon tamers, she’d be able to remain in our world for over three minutes.


      “Three minutes might not be much. It’s only the time it takes to make instant ramen. But it’s more than enough time for my Atty.”


      Just how many tens of thousands of familiars can she generate in that time? I could almost hear the enemy’s morale shattering!




      Developers: “The server’s gonna crash! The server’s gonna crash!”


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Do your worst, Atty. Bring this game to an end.”


      “Gruuugeeeeeh!” Atlach-Nacha the giant spider queen continued her rampage, creating black knights upon black knights until they completely filled Starting Town. At the same time, she howled with excitement and used her eight legs to crush Goddess side players.


      She sure is brutal. “Now’s our chance. Let’s back her up!”


      “Rooooh!”


      We weren’t going to miss the opportunity. We joined the fray at the ideal moment, cutting down opponents one after another.


      For the enemy, this was all a nightmare. Their low-level players had died off quickly from the torrent of familiars washing over them, and now even their high-level players were hopelessly overwhelmed. They grew exhausted cutting through armor knights, making themselves easy targets for the Demon Lord side’s players.


      “This is our bonus stage. I’m getting in on the action too!”


      As much as I enjoyed a close-fought battle, I couldn’t resist a one-sided slaughter. I deployed exploding weapons and launched them at our enemy without mercy.


      With each impact, players burst open as the weapons exploded inside their bodies. Flesh and blood erupted like fireworks, and the streets filled with the dead. The town that had once been a peaceful spot to rest was turning into a blood-drenched ruin.


      “Ah ha ha ha! This is getting fun!” I couldn’t help but laugh with excitement. It felt amazing to wield the strength I’d built up to the full.


      Atty’s gonna disappear in just a few moments. We’ve gotta keep this massacre going! Bwah ha ha! But then...


      “You’re always so unhinged.” The rude remark was accompanied by a Ka-booom that echoed through the town.


      I looked around and saw Atty’s head smashed into a crater in the ground. And there was another surprise to come...


      “You’re wide open, Yuri,” came another voice.


      “Ngh?!” As a blade pierced my back, I grunted in pain for a short moment, then gripped my sword and swung it behind me—but there was no one there.


      As my slash hit nothing but empty air, two alerts appeared.




      Critical Hit! Your familiar, Atlach-Nacha, died.


      Status abnormality! Your skills Body of a Demon Lord, Against All Odds, and Master of Evil were disabled!




      “Gah... You really got me there.”


      In the corner of my eye, I saw two players glaring as they approached me.


      Okay. I’d guessed it was them from their voices. These two girls were more than familiar to me. “So now I’m up against you two? Shiru, Korin.”


      The two girls readied their weapons in response.


      “That’s right. We’re gonna...”


      “...take you down!”


      And so, my next opponents after Arisu would be two friends I’d fought alongside many times before!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 84 — Versus Challengers Shiru & Korin!


      “You really get along, don’t you, Shirukorin?”


      “Don’t combine our names!” the two girls yelled at once.


      The retort made me smile, but their capabilities were no laughing matter. First there was Shiru, who’d killed Atty in one hit. She was a serious danger—she might have struck one of Atty’s vital points, but it still would’ve had to have taken an incredibly damaging attack. I just knew she had some new power I wasn’t familiar with. Then there was Korin, with her Spirit Blade Futsunomitama that could disable my skills. Her dagger had always meant trouble for me, but what really bothered me was how quickly she’d put distance between us. I had no idea how she’d moved so fast. In the time it had taken me to turn around, she’d vanished without a trace.


      “You’ve been growing a lot without me!” I couldn’t keep any of my abilities in reserve now. I steeled myself and faced them both while staying alert.


      “Long time no see, Demon Lord. I was hoping I could take you on by myself, but...” Shiru glanced at Korin.


      “I was just about to say the same thing,” Korin said to her. “Actually, would you mind leaving us to it?”


      For some reason, they both looked angry at each other. Aren’t these two supposed to be on the same side?


      Shiru saw me looking confused and explained. “Haah... As you can see, I got paired up with the feeble feline. We had a fight to decide who was going to fight you first...”


      “...and then we both killed each other at the same time. I can’t believe I let this foulmouthed harlot get me.”


      “Whaaat?! You did not just call me a foulmouthed harlot! You’ll die for that!”


      “No, you’ll die!”


      The duo were about to turn their weapons on each other, no exaggeration. They were genuinely furious with each other.


      “Do you two really think that’s a good idea...?” I didn’t know what to make of it, but we were in the middle of the war where any rift between my enemies would benefit me. I deployed my weapons and fired them mercilessly at the pair. However...


      “Here it comes.”


      “Yeah, I know.”


      Shiru swung her greatsword with one hand, cutting through the ground with a Roaring Sword Slash attack that created a wave of dirt. It had to require incredible strength. The sliced ground became a tsunami big enough to block all the weapons I’d launched. Meanwhile, Korin came running straight through it. Using rocks and clods within the dirt as footholds, she was capable of moving in all directions.


      “How’s that even possible?!”


      Korin got right in front of me in the time it took me to yell the question—I saw her pretty eyes from up close. I was quick to leap back, but she’d already slashed at me with her spirit blade, cutting me across the chest.


      “That’s hit number two.”




      Status abnormality! Your skills Weapon Barricade, Merchant of Death, and Demon Lord Kin were disabled.




      “Damn. I lost Weapon Barricade?!”


      Just like last time, I’d had my main skill taken from me with a surprise attack. Since my in-game avatar had all points put into luck, I had to use various different abilities to compensate for my stats being poorly suited for battle, which meant some of my skills were lifelines. Without Weapon Barricade, my firepower plummeted.


      “If I lose Relentless next...” I’d be finished if that happened. It was thanks to that skill that I could negate all damage. Without it...


      “Great! Let’s keep this up until he’s dead, Shiru!”


      “You don’t have to tell me, Korin!”


      Their assault was still underway, and now Shiru had joined Korin at the front. I didn’t know what was coming, but I had a bad feeling.


      I gave an order to Mor in my boots, and he activated the Flash monster skill so I could back away quickly. Now even Korin won’t be able to keep up...or so I’d thought.


      “Fly to him!” I couldn’t believe my eyes as Shiru slammed her huge greatsword into Korin’s back!


      Wait, what?! They’re still fighting?! But then I remembered something: The Demon Steel weapons and God Iron weapons used by the Demon Lord side and the Goddess side could prevent friendly fire. In other words, Korin would take zero damage while absorbing all of the momentum from the hit!


      “This is payback for the rocket punch you used last time!” This time, Korin was the rocket. She moved with supersonic speed as she flew at me and stabbed me deep in the chest!


      I groaned in pain, and then a moment later the message I’d been dreading appeared.




      Status abnormality! Your skills Up Close and Personal, Demon Lord of the Crimson Lotus, and Relentless were disabled.




      “They really got me that time!”


      They’d actually taken away my survival skill, Relentless! That had me in shock, but my predicament was still getting worse.


      The impact from Korin knocked me off my feet, and when I hit the ground, she landed on top of me. It was what you might call the mount position. Any brawler or martial artist would tell you that there was no coming back from this.


      “You can’t escape now! This is the end!” Korin drew her dagger and thrust it down at me.


      I was just an ordinary 1 HP player. If she stabbed me, I’d be dead.


      Haah... Damn. These two really got me. I tried to avoid underestimating them, but I didn’t think they’d put me in such a tough spot. Either one of these two had a chance of killing me by herself. And that’s why...


      “That’s why we’re fighting in a duo too!” my accomplice and I both yelled.


      “Huh?”


      Before Korin could react, a foot wearing a knee-high sock plowed into her face.


      Korin made a noise like “Guh?!” as she rolled across the ground. If Shiru hadn’t caught her, she would have smashed straight into a ruined building.


      “Uh... What in the...? How’d I hear Yuri’s voice twice?” Korin asked.


      “You’re not imagining things,” Shiru told her. “Take a look.”


      They both looked at the spot beside me. There stood an olive-skinned, black-haired girl in a maid outfit who looked like a slightly younger copy of me. She— Uh, I mean, he had been fighting by my side the whole time. I had an ally of my own.


      “Let me introduce you. This is Mor. He’s my precious familiar. The only familiar in this world that can take human form, in fact.”


      “Well met. I’ll kill anyone who opposes my master.” Mor deployed weapons around himself.


      Although it looked a lot like Weapon Barricade, it was actually his Evil Sword Summoning ability. To our opponents, however, it looked like the same thing. Shiru and Korin must’ve thought I’d reacted to losing my powers by creating a fresh clone of myself. They both looked super annoyed.


      “Ha ha... I didn’t see this coming. The Demon Lord never did make any sense.”


      “You’re right...but we have to kill her. If it’s two against two, that just means we’ve got no reason to feel bad about it.”


      The pair readied their weapons once more as our battle was about to enter a new phase.


      “You handle the front, Mor.”


      I took my bow in my hand and backed off. For the time being, I couldn’t use Weapon Barricade, and without Mor in my boots, I had nothing to compensate for my low agility. That made it smart to have him positioned in front of me while I used my bow.


      Mor held a black dagger in each hand. “You can rely on me, master. I’ll hand you this victory.”


      He might have looked cute from behind, but he hadn’t lost the cool attitude from his Armor Knight days.


      Now you’re free to unleash your full fury, Mor. You’re the next card I had to play after Cthulhu and Atlach-Nacha. Show them the power of this world’s one and only evolved boss monster, the shamanistic empress, Pharaoh Nitocris!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 85 — Ultimate Engagement Rings of Tragic Love


      “Hm...?”


      Before we could clash for a second time, strange particles began to fall from Korin’s neck. Looking closer, I realized that the necklace she’d been wearing had shattered and fallen to the ground.


      “Urgh. Well, there it goes,” Korin said as she brushed her hand across her neck.


      On the middle finger of her right hand, I noticed a familiar looking ring. That garish design... I know that ring! “The Cursed Ring that sets HP to 1? I remember you were looking for that, Korin.” I knew it. That’s gotta be the secret behind her super speed. “You’re using the same trick as me—you gave up your HP to make yourself stronger.”


      The game had various pieces of equipment with effects that activated when below a certain amount of HP. For instance, there was the Dark God’s Covenant Necklace I was wearing, which had the effect of tripling the player’s luck when their HP was at 1, and the Hysterical Strength skill, which tripled strength when HP was at 1. Whether it was through her equipment or some skill, Korin must’ve needed to meet an extreme requirement to get her big agility boost...but why hadn’t she died when Mor hit her with that kick?


      “Was the necklace that just broke giving you the ability to negate damage?”


      Korin kindly confirmed that I’d guessed right. “Yeah, exactly. I’m kinda copying your play style to get my speed as high as possible. Obviously, I can’t use Last Stand or Relentless since those both rely on luck to trigger. Instead, I was wearing the Sacrificial Necklace for protection.” She smiled sadly and added, “It’s a disposable item, and I can only use one per day.”


      If that’s the case, Relentless really is exceptional.


      “The skill I’m using is Rapid Rush Overdrive, by the way. It triples my agility when my HP is down to 1. I can’t use it with any other stat-tripling skills, but it’s pretty powerful.”


      “Sounds like it... And I guess you’re using a skill to get your strength up, Shiru?”


      “That’s right!”


      For some reason, Korin started grinning and put her arm around my former lieutenant. “Tell him about it, Shiru! ♪”


      Looking closely, I could see that Shiru was wearing the same Cursed Ring on the middle finger of her left hand...and for some reason, her face was turning red.


      “Ugh. Cut that out, feeble feline! Get off me!”


      “Come on, Shiru. Why won’t you tell him yourself? Just say, ‘I’ve got Hysterical Strength!’”


      “Arrrgh?! Don’t say that horrible skill name!”


      Shiru threw a serious punch at Korin, but the cat-eared ninja’s extreme speed let her dodge easily. “He he he.”


      Shiru was clearly bothered by the skill name. There probably weren’t many girls who appreciated being labelled hysterical.


      “Oh, I get it,” I said. “You used to have equipment that gave you a stat boost after killing your allies, but it only made you super strong for a moment.”


      Shiru hadn’t just dealt a heavy blow to Atlach-Nacha, she’d gone on fighting afterward. That had to be thanks to Hysterical Strength.


      “It makes sense,” I continued. “But what’s this next trick you’re about to use?”


      They both went quiet and turned deadly serious.


      Korin studied me carefully. “You noticed?” she muttered.


      Of course I did. “I said it in the last event: When someone’s standing around talking, they’re either buying time or they’re an idiot. You two are my greatest rivals—you’re not gonna yap for no reason.”


      There was also the fact that the effect of Spirit Blade Futsunomitama would wear off after a few minutes. There was no way they’d waste that precious time.


      “Now, why don’t you show it to me?” I asked while nocking an arrow. “Let’s see how you’re gonna try taking me down!”


      The two girls joined hands with newfound determination on their faces. The Cursed Rings they wore on their fingers were touching.


      “The condition was that we had to stay close for at least a minute while fighting a higher level opponent,” Korin explained. “Now that we’ve done it, we can use our special skill. Just watch.”


      “We learned this one by total accident,” Shiru added. “Two players get a very low chance to learn it if they die by killing each other when they’re wearing matching rings, using skills of the same type, and have the same HP.”


      The two of them were clearly changing. A pink light began to emanate from their joined hands, and it grew until it completely enveloped them.


      “Hey...! What kind of skill is this?!”


      As a general rule, the harder a skill was to learn, and the tougher the conditions for triggering it, the more powerful it was. If that rule held here, I was about to witness one of the most powerful skills in history!


      Shiru and Korin spoke in unison. “We’ll show you our true power! Shared ability skill activate! Ultimate Engagement Rings of Tragic Love!” The battlefield shook with the great wave of fighting spirit they emitted. The energy radiating from their tiny bodies was so overwhelming that it was like facing Pendragon.


      The girls slowly approached, shrouded in a lotus glow...


      “‘Shared ability skill’...? ‘Ultimate Engagement Rings of Tragic Love’... That doesn’t tell me—”


      ...and while I was watching with slack-jawed amazement, Shiru and Korin both vanished.


      A shiver ran down my spine. Before I knew it, the pair were swinging their weapons at me from either side.
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      “Mor!”


      “At once!”


      I didn’t have time to give Mor precise instructions, but I had faith in our bond as I threw my fist at Korin on my right. My skill took effect the moment I struck her dagger’s blade.




      Skill active! God-Killing Fist! Your hand is invincible from the wrist to the fingertips for 1 second while throwing a punch! All forms of damage, knockback, and status effects are negated!




      Thanks to this effect, I took no damage. To top it off, my knockback skill, Demon Lord Shock Wave, triggered at the same time. It didn’t deal any damage to Korin, but it did send her flying.


      To my left, Mor was dealing with Shiru. Through a reflex reaction, he’d used Flash to get close and kick her just before her blade could come down on me.


      Shiru clicked her tongue in frustration as she leaped back. Just like Korin, she was wearing a Sacrificial Necklace that shattered the moment she took the hit.


      “You saved me, Mor. It’s like we read each other’s minds.”


      “That’s an easy feat for us. But I trust you noticed?”


      “Yeah.”


      I looked at the fist I’d used to punch her dagger. My skill negated any knockback from the opponent, yet the impact had rattled my fist just slightly.


      “Korin must have hit me with some serious force just now. Something’s up with Shiru too. She’s supposed to be the power specialist, but her attack was as fast as Korin’s...”


      “Exactly. They’ve gained each other’s strengths.”


      They were being buffed by each other’s skills, in other words. Any skill that tripled a specific stat for just one of them was now active for both of them at once.


      I glared at them. They were two halves of one monster, a terror that combined incredible speed with incredible strength.


      “No one but Yuri could’ve dealt with that superfast attack just now,” Korin said.


      “Any ordinary player would have been too stunned to react,” Shiru agreed. “Her experience fighting an old pope with hyper-inflated stats in a sealed room must be what saved her.”


      “Her experience of what now...? Anyway, it’s still two players against one, and not just that...!”


      The girls each raised a hand, and two new blades appeared in the air. One was a giant greatsword, the other a sharp dagger—and to my shock, Korin hefted the greatsword while Shiru took the dagger!


      “Wait... BSO players can only use one type of weapon! That’s just the basics of the game! Don’t tell me...?!”


      “You’re right,” Korin replied. “Ultimate Engagement Rings of Tragic Love lets us share our weapon types. Now we can hit you with four attacks at once!”


      Then they both vanished. What followed was no ordinary assault. They began leaping between the buildings around us, keeping Mor and myself between them, their roseate motion blurs boxing us in like the bars of a cage, rapidly converging ever closer...


      Mor groaned. “Ugh. I can’t keep up with them. This could prove difficult, master... I’m not sure how we’ll deal with four fast-moving attacks without knowing when they might strike.”


      “Yeah. I don’t have enough hands to block them all with God-Killing Fist...” Maybe we could both hold huge shields, but their combo is probably too powerful. I smiled in spite of it all as I heard them taunt me.


      “Watch out, Yuri. Space out now and I’ll kill you! Then I’ll kill Shiru too and prove myself the strongest!”


      “I’m getting the hang of these ultra-fast speeds. The clone won’t get me this time. Surrender and I’ll be kind enough to let you take Korin’s life before you die.”


      These two still can’t get along... What kind of duo comes at me while they’re busy thinking about killing each other? And all that while being as coordinated and me and Mor...


      “Haah... Well, I can forget about using arrows. I’ll be dead before I draw the bow.”


      Realizing the scale of the crisis, I gave up on using the bow at all and threw it aside. The plan had been to let Mor get in close while I focused on shooting arrows at them, but I’d given up on that.


      “Huh?!” was Mor’s response. He was genuinely confused. “Y-You’re back to your old habit of throwing the bow away? M-Master, is this some kind of act?!”


      “I’m just thinking that using a bow puts me at a real disadvantage. Ever since reaching the latter half of the game, high-speed enemies have been making it hard for me to even draw the string in time. Even with homing abilities, that’s one flaw I can’t fix. It’s the damned devs’ fault for not putting a cap on movement speed when they know damn well it makes life tough for archers...”


      “Master?!” My accomplice was so concerned he was in tears.


      I cast a glance at him then slammed my fists together. I hadn’t given up on fighting at all. “All right, I feel better after venting a little. Don’t worry, Mor. I didn’t throw the bow away in frustration. I need both hands free to use God-Killing Fist.”


      “Ooh!”


      “Watch my back, Mor. I’ve already figured out an easy way to beat them!”


      As I spoke, I created a summoning circle at my feet, its ominous design a harbinger of the unholy creature it would usher forth. With the peach-blossom trails of the girls’ rushes coiling ever tighter around us, the dusky gleam of my sigil’s wicked mana began to fill what little space remained-.


      “Korin, Shiru! To get that extreme speed, you had to lower your HP to one! So I just have to use a familiar that can keep up with you!”


      “Uh?!” I heard the pair gasp. As they no doubt knew from previous events, I had a high-speed chimera known as Chimeratic Lightning Wolf that specialized in delivering a single hit!


      “Now you’re finished! Forbidden Summoning! Chimeratic Lightning Wolf, come for—”


      “Not so fast!” The pair flew at me from in front and above, both dual wielding blades.


      I hadn’t been quick enough to finish summoning, and there was no time to react to their attacks. A standard human reflex time of 0.2 seconds was far too slow to block even one of these girls. All four slashes would surely cut through me before I had time to register them and defend myself. However...


      “Oraaa!” I’d already been swinging both of my fists!


      That’s right. They knew I’d win if I managed to summon the Chimeratic Lightning Wolf, so I was absolutely certain they’d stop me. I’d been preparing to swing at them halfway through the summoning from the very start. I hadn’t known where to aim, of course—I’d essentially blindly thrown my fists forward in a ridiculous double punch.


      “Guh?!” Shiru groaned. It was her who’d come at me from the front.


      Fortunately, I didn’t have to worry where my fists landed. It turned out that I hadn’t hit her body, but my right fist had connected with part of her greatsword. It was enough to trigger God-Killing Fist and Demon Lord Shock Wave, sending her flying backward before she had a chance to swing with the dagger in her other hand.


      “Not bad... But!”


      There was a proud look on Shiru’s face just before she went flying backward. Her attack from the front had been no more than a diversion—the true threat was Korin. As the one most used to moving at superfast speeds, it was her who came at us from directly above, trying to exploit our blind spot.


      “Too bad.”


      “Huh?” As Shiru was flying away from me, her eyes went wide. She’d just realized that Korin had already died midair: the tiny ninja had been slammed in the side by my bow.


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Ughuh?!”


      It had all happened in under 3 seconds, as if time had slowed down up until the moment Korin groaned from being hit.


      Korin hit the ground at the same time as Shiru. She’d landed on her feet, but the strength seemed to have left her. She staggered then fell over backward.


      “Uh... Huh?” Shiru looked confusedly at her fallen partner.


      Korin, equally confused, looked up at me as she was turning into particles of light and muttered, “But how...?”


      “That’s simple. Bow, to me.” At my command, the bow lying beside Korin flew into my hand. The sight left both girls in disbelief. “Bow wielders can learn a skill called Hello? Forgetting Something?, and as you might guess from the dumb name, it gives you your bow back.”


      “Currrsss!” My bow trembled as it shrieked. My cute little familiar, Puff 11, was possessing it.


      “When a monster possesses a weapon, they can control it a little. That means my monster can adjust the path of the bow as it’s flying back to me.”


      When I’d finally finished explaining the key elements of my plan, Korin looked at me with disgust. “What?! So the lightning wolf was a ploy to control when we’d attack? And then what? You’re telling me you had the bow helping out so it was three against two?”


      “Basically, yeah.”


      If I’d thrown a sword or spear on the ground, they would’ve been much more wary...but all I’d dropped was a simple bow. Without an arrow, they surely must have thought it was no more than a useless tool. No surprise, then, that the mention of a Chimeratic Lightning Wolf had been the focus of their attention.


      “Uh... So, if we hadn’t fallen for the wolf trick, we would’ve won?”


      “Then you would’ve been dealing with an ultra-fast wolf instead.”


      “You’re kidding me?!” Korin slammed her fist against the ground. “Then it didn’t matter what we did!”


      They’d lost their skill sharing since Korin was already dead. The little cat-eared ninja continued to slam her fists on the ground repeatedly. Then her body finally broke apart and the particles of light that rose into the sky. “Dammit... You’re always too strong, Yuri! But I’m not giving up. Next time... Next time I promise I’ll kill you!”


      “Sure. Let’s not hold back next time either.” I grinned as I watched Korin disappear. You really were the best opponent. Let’s have some fun together and fight again sometime.


      Then I turned to Shiru.


      “So...”


      Her red eyes were fixed on me, full of resentment. She was just as short tempered as the time we’d first met. “I can’t believe this... You winning was no more than good luck!”


      “How so?”


      “We shouldn’t have attacked from in front and above! If we’d come from left and right like the first time, we would’ve won! It would’ve all ended with you punching empty air like an idiot!”


      To most people, Shiru must have sounded like a bad loser who was refusing to accept defeat...but that didn’t faze me. Talking like a sore loser was just proof of how disappointed she was. She’d just wanted to win that badly.


      I figured I’d shoot her arguments down, winning the battle of words too. “It wasn’t luck. You both knew what I was capable of, right? So I figured you wouldn’t try to attack me in the exact same way twice. I’d already read that far ahead.”


      “Ugh?!” Tears collected in Shiru’s eyes. She couldn’t even argue for arguments sake at this point. “Dammit! Damn stupid Demon Lord! Idiot Yuri! You might have a pretty face, but you’re an evil person, and your boyfriend’s totally bald!” Shiru showered me with insults.


      I’m not evil, and I don’t even have a boyfriend...


      Shiru wiped away the tears. “I’m not beaten yet... Korin might be dead, but I’m still here!”


      Her fighting spirit certainly wasn’t broken, and her blushing face was incredibly beautiful.


      “And?”


      “And now I’m gonna kill you, Yuri! Our fight’s just getting started!” With that declaration, Shiru came charging at me.


      I wasn’t about to run away. I continued to look her in the eye.


      “Roooooh!” Her war cry rang in my ears.


      She was rushing toward me with her greatsword held tight and pointed at me. She got closer and closer and closer, charging forward until...


      “Ah...” Shiru died, the greatsword falling from her hand just before she could strike me.


      As her legs gave way, she fell into my chest.


      “D-Dammit!” Another tear ran down her cheek.


      Her entire body had already been skewered by multiple black swords, a swarm of living weapons summoned by my accomplice, Mor.


      Shiru was now just a power-based player. Having lost her super speed, it was no challenge at all for the demonic army to skewer her many times over.


      “Sorry, Shiru. I would’ve killed you by my own hand if I could.”


      But that would’ve meant going easy on her. Instead, I’d used every means at my disposal to kill her, showing no mercy right up until the very end, even when it meant letting someone else end the fight for me.


      My former lieutenant showered me with more insults. “You’re really...the worst... You’re evil personified... The face might be a ten, but the personality’s a zero... You’re just a pretty face... Just a face...! But...thanks, Yuri. You didn’t go easy on me, even at the end.”


      In her final moments, Shiru smiled. She was staring at me intently through the dancing particles of light. “You’re awful to your core, but you’re the demon lord I love. Now that you’ve killed me, keep going and don’t lose to anyone else, okay?”


      “You’ve got it. You know your old boss is unbeatable.”


      For the next few moments, up until she became light and disappeared, we held each other tight. We promised we’d raise hell together in the same guild again sometime very soon, only this time, Shiru would bring Korin with her.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 86 — A Short Break


      “You think we’re gonna let Yuri have all the action?! We’re out here too!”


      “But of course!”


      While I was taking on the two girls, the battlefield was still in motion.


      Atlach-Nacha, our key weapon for turning the power difference on its head, had been defeated when her time limit was only half up—but when the Goddess side tried to make a comeback, Baldy and Zansword were there putting up a good fight. The Demon Lord side’s mages had also taken up positions on top of the outer wall, and from there, they could bombard the enemy in a reversal of the initial situation.


      “Fall back!”


      “Move to the secondary base!”


      It was enough to make the Goddess side players flee the town. Their players scrambled, relocating to some new position.


      The second they got far enough away to be out of view, my allies around me raised a cheer.


      “We’ve captured the most important location!”


      Thanks to everyone’s efforts, the Demon Lord Army had successfully taken control of Starting Town.


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Now, my Demon Lord. Take off your dress! Immediately!”


      “Hold it, Grim! Don’t tug at my clothes! I can take them off myself! And everyone’s watching us! This is embarrassing!”
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      Shortly after we’d taken over the town, we confirmed that no enemies remained and we could take a break. Fighting nonstop the whole time would’ve been a little much—especially for me, since I could only use Giant Monster Summoning once per hour.


      Just when I thought I could relax, an overexcited player entered onto the scene.


      “Now’s our time to take action! Crafter alliance, fire!”


      “Roooooh!” My personal blonde-haired crafter, Grim, raised her arms high and cheered along with all the other crafters.


      The group of them began tearing clothes and weapons away from other players and carrying them off to a corner of the town they’d packed full of workbenches and smithing equipment, turning the area into one giant crafting workshop.


      Craftmakers had a special art known as Stationary Warfront Workshop that produced everything they needed to do their work. Since several crafters had used the art at once, the place turned into Crafting Town.


      “Hey, you there! The samurai! Clothes off! We have to restore their durability right now! Clothes off! Off!” Grim tore the clothes from Zansword too.


      “Eek! A little girl’s undressing me?!”


      Zansword looked kind of pleased about it in a disgusting way, so I punished him with a forehead flick.


      “I wasn’t cheating on you!” he cried while hugging me.


      Has this guy got a screw loose? “Well, I guess you being weird is nothing new...”


      I peeled the idiot samurai (wearing just a fundoshi) off me and put my hands on Grim’s small shoulders. Leaning forward, I looked right into her fiery jade green eyes. “I’ll leave the gear to you, Grim. Do whatever it takes to make us win.”


      “Demon Lord... Just leave it to me,” she said firmly. “You can rest while we’re at it!” Grim then ran off with my gear.


      She was the most dependable crafter I could ask for. I was so glad I’d invited her into my guild.


      “Guess I’ll take her advice and rest for a bit.” I headed to the nearby fountain, where I sat on its edge eating an ice-cream cone.


      The ice cream was being given out by some members who’d chosen a special crafter subclass called food maker. It was way better than anything sold in stores, and eating it was enough to instantly wipe away any fatigue I felt.


      “Everyone’s giving it their all...”


      It really felt like we were banding together as one unit. Mages and archers were on standby on the town’s walls in case anyone attacked, and fast-moving players with stealthy classes were out searching for the Goddess side’s location.


      I was getting a much better sense of what teamwork meant. It was nice not to be fighting alone for once.


      “Hey there, young lady. What’s with that distant look on your face?”


      A thick arm wrapped around my shoulders and held me tight. I knew who it was without having to look. Me and him had been together for so long now.


      “You never change, do you? Find someone else to hit on, Baldy.”


      “Give me a break. You’re the only one who doesn’t run at the sight of me, Yuri.”


      I smiled at my rival who’d come to lend me his strength. Since my gear was in Grim’s care, I was left wearing the black dress I’d started the game with—the same one I’d worn when we’d first met.


      “I appreciate you helping me out. Thanks to you, we took over Starting Town in no time.”


      “Huh? Not sure if I should take that seriously after seeing how much of it was down to you. But, Yuri, you know something’s up, don’t you...?” Baldy’s expression suddenly turned tense.


      I had to admit, when he wasn’t acting barbaric, he was a good-looking guy. “You know, your face isn’t half bad...”


      “It’s nothing compared to yours. You went and made yourself the hottest woman on earth!” Baldy snatched my ice cream away and stuffed it in his mouth down to the cone. “This is what you get for having near zero facial disharmony!” he said while chewing. I couldn’t tell whether he was poking fun at me or giving me a compliment. “But forget about your face. What matters is...” Baldy paused to gulp down the rest of my ice cream. “Pendragon wasn’t in this town. There were barely any assassins either. Which means the real War of Annihilation is yet to start.”


      Wow! “The war’s yet to start?!” The idea brought a smile to my face. I was excited to see what’d come next.


      “Yeah, considering she was a no-show and there weren’t enough soldiers here for it to be her full army.”


      It seemed Pendragon’s plan involved keeping her forces spread out. The fleeing players had also said something about hurrying to the second base. Now I had to wonder what else she still had in store for us.


      “It doesn’t matter, though,” I said. “Sooner or later, we’ll kill ’em all.”


      “Real scary. I’m not used to my commanders being this fiery.”


      “Give me a break.” I bumped my shoulder against Baldy’s.


      It was too embarrassing to say out loud, but I knew that as long as I had him on my side, I’d make it through whatever plot the enemy might use against us.


      While I was sitting there enjoying my good buddy’s company, we were surprised to see a light appear in the sky. Then, our silver-haired team mascot with black wings, Demon Lord Azathoth, appeared.


      “Look upon me!” she cried with her hair bunches flapping about. “Attention! Attention! Two hours have passed since the war began. Now I can show you the number of players remaining in each army!”


      Oh, that helps. I was just wondering how many soldiers each side lost so far.


      “Here’s the count! We of the Demon Lord Army number 51,250! The accursed Goddess Army numbers 90,660!”


      “Ooh...!” Everyone sounded reasonably satisfied by the announcement. Since there was still a huge difference in numbers, it didn’t quite get a cheer out of everyone, but still, it was better than the 80,000 to 170,000 we’d started with. We were gradually closing the gap.


      “Good work, everyone! It’s a little annoying to learn that there’s a silver-haired, red-eyed woman who looks just like me and went so far as to tame my generals, Cthulhu and Atlach-Nacha, but I’ll forgive her since she used them to good effect! The arms of Demon Lord Azathoth are always open, and my embrace is as wide as the universe itself! Ah ha haah!” Azathoth puffed out her chest and laughed loudly. After she’d gotten that out of her system, she said her goodbyes for now. “I shall see you again soon! Keep fighting!” With a wave of her hand, she left us.


      She’s a cheery one. It’s good to know she’s pleased with our results. I stood up and stretched. “Now we know the enemy’s numbers. With just over ninety thousand of them left, we can definitely wipe ’em out with a little more effort!”


      Some rest had done me good. The crafters were just about done fixing up our gear too.


      As soon as our reconnaissance unit informed us of the Goddess side’s whereabouts, we’d be ready to take action again.


      “Now that we hold the central town, we can choose between playing offensive or defensive. So, which will it be?”


      We were at a disadvantage numbers-wise, but we had the advantage position-wise. You could say I was wise to our situation.


      Two hours had passed since the war started. The damage zone had already consumed a good amount of the world, and soon the enemy would come running right into us like animals escaping a burning forest.


      Putting all our effort into holding them back was the obvious strategy...but the idea of a raid on the enemy base was tough to resist!


      “Hmm. I kinda wanna be the one to take the initiative... I’ve got a feeling we can’t give Pendragon too much time to prepare. Besides, I’m ready for some action right now. Then again, this is a group battle, not just a personal fight. I ought to listen to everyone’s opinions.”


      “Bwah ha ha. Finding it tough to be a commander, Yuri?! You just take your time. However you wanna get it on, you know we’ll be right behind you.”


      “Baldy...” He’s right. No need to be hasty. I should have confidence in myself as a commander and make my choice. Whatever strategy I chose, I knew he’d be by my side making it work no matter how ridiculous it was. On top of that, I had many more strong allies to help too.


      Zansword (still in his fundoshi) was sneaking glances at us from a short distance away and muttering, “All this talk of taking the initiative, being ready for some action, and getting it on... I just know they’re discussing something dirty!”


      I knew I could count on Zansword to fight too, if not much else.


      “All right, let’s not do anything until we hear from Wacko,” I said.


      “Good thinking,” Baldy replied.


      “Hold on a second?! You’re involving Wacko in your sordid games now?! Certainly, she is rather good looking for an online gamer, but I assumed no one would take an interest in her because of her strange behavior. I’d begun to seriously think that even I might have a shot, and I was getting ready to try my luck since I have no chance with Yuri... Oh, Baldy, just how far will you go to destroy my sanity?!”


      “What’s he talking about?” we both said at the same time while watching Zansword (in a fundoshi) run off in tears.


      Then came the message we’d been waiting for.


      “Yuri, it’s me. How are things?” said the message window in the corner of my vision. It was from Wacko, the leader of the reconnaissance unit. Speak of the devil and all that.


      I called up a keyboard and punched in a response to her. “It’s all good here, Wacko. Everything all right where you are, Wacko?”


      “You don’t have to type that name twice!”


      Whoa, she replies fast. She must be one of those people who can touchtype without looking! Wish I could do that...


      “Anyway, here’s my report,” Wacko continued. “We followed the routed Goddess side players until they entered the fortified town of Idavoll. We decided to investigate the situation inside, and we managed to sneak past their lookouts and get into the town. But the thing is...”


      “You got in...but...?” I could tell that something was bothering her. What’s going on? I wondered.


      “We only found about twenty thousand players in there. That means that the Goddess side has its soldiers spread across more locations.”


      “But why?” Twenty thousand wasn’t even a quarter of the amount in the announcement. What are all the other soldiers doing? “Wacko, try listening in on the players to find out where the rest—”


      “Ouuuh.”


      “Huh?!”


      All of a sudden, I got a message from Wacko that looked just like the weird noise she used to make in the past.


      I tried asking her what was wrong, but I had to wait thirty seconds before I got another reply from her. Her message lacked any punctuation. “Cant talk being chased allies dead.”


      “Being chased?! By who?!” I asked back.


      After a short while the response came: “It’s Kirika the Asura. She has plan. Watch out.”


      That was the last we ever heard from Wacko.




      [Ragnarok] Defeated Players Can Console Each Other Here [Both Sides]




      1. Impatient Adventurer


      This thread is for players defeated in the big event, Ragnarok, the War of Annihilation.


      Whether you were on the Demon Lord side or the Goddess side, let us know how unlucky you got and we’ll show some sympathy.


      Just don’t be overly aggressive toward whoever killed you.


      A new thread will be created automatically when this one reaches the reply limit.


      Previous thread: http://**********




      130. Impatient Adventurer @Demon Lord side


      Died because I had no way to block all the explosion spells coming from the Goddess side.


      Ask me anything.




      151. Impatient Adventurer @Goddess side


      >> 130


      How’s it feel?




      173. Impatient Adventurer @130


      >> 151


      Like craaaaaaaaaaaap.




      179. Impatient Adventurer @Goddess side


      >> 173


      lmao.




      180. Impatient Adventurer @Demon Lord side


      >> 173


      lol...yeah that sucks.




      240. Impatient Adventurer @Goddess side


      >> 173


      The worst part is getting kicked out of the event after dying, right? Lol


      Btw, I got killed by the heap of monsters spat out by the oversized spider Yuri summoned.


      Ask me anything.




      294. Impatient Adventurer @Demon Lord side


      >> 240


      How’s it feel?




      310. Impatient Adventurer @240


      >> 294


      Like craaaaaaaaaaaap.




      315. Impatient Adventurer @Goddess side


      >> 310


      lmao.




      350. Impatient Adventurer @Goddess side


      >> 310


      That got me too. On the bright side, that spider is 100% getting nerfed in the next update lol.


      Looks like Lady Pen’s plan worked all the same. Shiru killed the spider while we had it distracted.


      I thought we’d screwed up when Cthulhu was waiting for us, but we’re sure to win now.




      355. Impatient Adventurer @Demon Lord side


      >> 350


      What?! This is what she planned?! You’re winning?!




      360. Impatient Adventurer @Goddess side


      >> 350


      I’m clueless too. How’s that possible?!




      370. Impatient Adventurer @Goddess side


      >> 360


      Even players on the Goddess side weren’t told the plan, besides a few in the upper ranks.


      We can’t message anyone who’s still alive, and live players can’t access the message board at all, so it’s safe to tell you now.


      Lady Pen is planning to crush all her enemies AND her allies at the same time. Starting Town is about to get turned into a living hell.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 87 — The Start of a Battle to End It All


      My crafter Grim wiped away her sweat and told me, “Demon Lord, we’ve finished checking everyone’s equipment.”


      “Great!”


      Shortly after we’d heard from the head of our reconnaissance unit, Wacko, the Demon Lord Army was finally ready to go.


      Now it’s time for the real fight to start.


      I went back to wearing my Japanese-style dress, which didn’t have a scratch left on it, before calling to the other players. “Everyone, take a look. We can finally see the incoming damage zone in every direction.”


      Beyond the wall surrounding the town, an ever approaching ominous red mist was eroding the world around us. Though it was still some distance away, slowly but surely, it was getting closer. Over the next hour, it would probably swallow up everything outside the wall.


      “As the damage zone gets nearer, it’ll force the enemy army to move. Everyone be ready to react at a moment’s notice. Now’s the time to stay focused!”


      “Got it!” The players all firmly agreed. I could tell they were already prepared for a fight without needing any encouragement from me. There were no worries there.


      “All right. Let me tell you what I expect from the enemy army. Based on Wacko’s final message, they’re positioned in multiple different locations. Probably at least four.”


      And then it happened. Players positioned on the wall began yelling, “We’ve got players approaching!” The same alert was reported from all four sides of the town limits.


      I had to smile. “You heard them. The Goddess Army is attacking us from all directions! Everyone, defensive positions, stat!”


      “Rooooooh!” The roars of my allies filled the town.


      At that point, I left Zansword to give the detailed instructions while I raced up the clock tower in the center of town. From its peak, I gazed in all directions and saw a huge army of enemy players kicking up dust as they approached...but there was more.


      “There are plenty of enemies on the ground, but the real problem is those things.” I looked at the sky half in disbelief. A flock of Chimeratic Genocide Birds straight out of hell, all burning with dark flames, were beating their wings on a collision course with Starting Town. I recognized them because the high summoner ability known as Forbidden Summoning allowed me to create that same type of artificial monster.


      “The players who summoned them must be from the army of clones. They’re even copying my familiars now...”


      I had to hand it to them: It was a good idea. Hell birds were designed to self-destruct. They’d hit an enemy, explode, then die. They were literal biological weapons created for that sole purpose, and the explosive damage they dealt was extreme. The thought of a flock of those terrible monsters coming straight for us pushed my bloodlust to the maximum.


      “Things are getting fun now! Bring it on! I’ll just burn them up myself!” I lifted both arms into the air and created a gigantic summoning circle. “No holding back! Forbidden Summoning! Gigantic dragonplant, come forth!”


      “Grrgaaaaaaaaah!” In an instant, a mass of vines wrapped itself around the clock tower. Next, a ring of seven big flowers bloomed, and a dragon’s face emerged in the middle. The misshapen creature stood a hundred meters tall, looking down on the whole world from its center. This was Giganster, a surprisingly needy monster for one of his size, but also very cute. I’d been keeping him in reserve until now.


      “All right, Giganster. It’s time to remind everyone exactly what you’re capable of!”


      “Grrgaah!” Light began to collect in his flowers, then huge beams of mana shot out straight at the flock of hell birds flying toward us.


      “Die in the light of my destruction! Genocide Seventh Laser!”


      Once they were fully charged, Giganster’s evil blasts were finally unleashed. The seven broad beams of obliteration tore through the sky to erase the enemy monsters!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 88 — The Fake Yuri Division!


      Kill them, kill them, kill them, kill them! I’ll kill every last enemy!


      From atop Giganster, I channeled my bloodlust into my commands. “Do it, Giganster! Massacre anyone who’d oppose us!”


      “Grrgaaaaaaaaah!”


      From the top of the clock tower, Giganster used Genocide Seventh Laser to fire destructive beams of light, turning his head to sweep through the enemy horde. The flock of hell birds coming at us from all directions exploded one after another as the radiance consumed them.


      Wa ha ha ha! This feels great! “We’re still not done! Summon tamer division, I’m counting on you again!” I waved down at the ground where my summoner allies were ready and waiting for my signal.


      They looked up at me and nodded. “Special art activate! Revolutionary Pact of Loyalty!” They once again used their advanced art to increase my monster’s longevity, enabling Giganster to maintain his form and continue firing his lasers.


      “Nice. Once we’ve wiped out the ones in the air, we’ll hit the ones on the ground! Keep it up a little longer, Gigan—”


      It was then that I sensed heat coming at me from behind. I deployed seven shields just before seven destructive rays came at me from that direction!


      “What the?!” My high-tier shields were all creaking under the strain.


      This destructive power... This white light can only be one thing.


      When the beams finally died down, I looked to the source. There, in front of a cloud of red mist...


      “Urrrrgaaaaaah!”


      ...was another massive flowering dragon—a gigantic dragonplant. The towering monster, the same species as Giganster, loomed in the distance.


      “Ha ha... So there’s finally someone else who can tame giant monsters!”


      Whoever it was, I couldn’t just laugh them off as a clone. Getting that particular monster as a familiar took an incredible amount of work. And not just that...


      “Taming the gigantic dragonplant wasn’t just about being strong. There was a hidden condition to figure out.” The only way to do it was for a player to tame a ton of caterpillar monsters and feed them to the boss. And if one player on the Goddess side had it figured out, then...


      “Uuurrrrgaaaaaah!” A moment later, familiar howls resounded from six different directions—six heads, each wreathed with seven flowers blossoming toward the sky, had emerged from cracks in the ground.


      “I didn’t see that coming!” I said with a laugh. “A full set of seven gigantic dragonplants is more than I’d bargained for!”


      The seven dragons were all glaring at me, their combined forty-nine flowers rapidly absorbing light to charge their destructive beams.


      This was the scary thing about online games. Any advantage I found would eventually be analyzed and used by other players. Difficulty was no obstacle—a gamer with a fire in their soul was immortal, willing to try again and again, dying over and over until they finally got a win. The proof of it was right here in front of me.


      “This couldn’t be much worse... Now everyone’s gonna get their own Giganster. That sounds like hell.”


      “Uuurrrrgaaaaaah!” The treelike dragons surrounding us all howled. It seemed they were about to launch all their lasers at once. All the while, the enemy was keeping the pressure on with the Chimeratic Genocide Birds, which glowed with ominous flames as they flew ever closer from all directions.


      The chimeras shouldn’t have surprised me at all—they were just artificial monsters that needed the right materials, after all. Only one familiar could be summoned at a time with Forbidden Summoning, but there was no rule against carrying several of them. Someone could just stock a ton of chimeras and then summon a new one each time one died.


      “Urrgaaaaaah!”


      “Pikwaaaaawk!”


      The massive tree dragons aimed their blossoms like the cannons of a battleship while the biological weapon hellbirds moved in to dive-bomb us.


      I strained my eyes and spotted members of the Fake Yuri Division, all dressed in white, gathered on the heads of the dragonplants. They had the glow of mana emanating from their hands—as a summoner myself, I instantly understood what they were doing.


      “They’re... They’re even using Hyper Magic Burst to give their dragons some extra punch!”


      Each flower’s petals glowed brighter and brighter as their lasers were about to fire. Likewise, the birds’ dark wings burned brighter as they got ready to explode. The Yuris were planning to end the entire event with this one attack...and before long, all at once, the devastating lasers fired as the flock of hellbirds swooped toward me with one last burst of speed.


      The Yuris weren’t holding back at all. I saw them grinning like demon lords as their white robes fluttered.


      “Ha ha... They’re really going for it,” I muttered softly just as everything was about to hit. So this is what happens when the enemy throws everything they’ve got at us.


      They might have been imitating me, but they were putting real effort into it. I had to applaud them for upping their game since the skirmish a few days ago. No one can call you fakes now. Your spirit’s the real thing. Be proud of yourselves.


      However, their triumph was going to be short-lived.


      “Hey. I’ll bet you can’t stand to see people putting in this sort of honest effort. Wouldn’t you like to see those proud faces turn to looks of despair?”


      A wicked, feminine laugh echoed through the sky. “Mweh heh heh! You know me too well!”


      The Yuris’ full-fledged attack had been completely neutralized out of nowhere. The insurmountable power of the dragonplant lasers had been absorbed by an impenetrable wall of flesh, while the lethal hellbirds had been punched out of the sky by unkillable monsters. The reversal left the Yuris crying “Wh-What?!” in stunned amazement.


      An evil king faced them and laughed aloud. “Mweh heh heh heh heh heh! How delightful! Your despair’s so strong I can feel it from here! My latest prank has flipped your victory into a defeat! I hope you’re enjoying it!”


      With a waggle of fingers, the jester doll beside me deftly marionetted a tangle of pure mana threads, sending twelve humanoid figures to massacre our enemies with incredible speed. The clown girl’s true identity was, of course, the extra boss monster, Evil Sorcerer Vortigern, and the twelve invincible dolls were rule-breaking familiars under his control.


      Vortigern cackled as he got closer to me. “What an awful human you are, Demon Lord. You would send me, the bearer of undying soldiers, against an enemy bringing certain death.”


      “Hah. Shut up, king. I don’t get my kicks from annoying people the way you do. The only thing I care about is winning!”


      “Ah ha ha!” My newest and most deadly familiar laughed with me.


      Prepare yourselves, clones. Let me show you power beyond anything you’ve seen before!


      “Urrgaah! Urrgaaaaaah!” The enemy’s company of gigantic dragonplants all howled with confusion, scrambling to recharge their flowers to ready their laser barrages once more. The beasts were already ten seconds over the limit, so the enemy obviously had summon tamers of their own to keep them alive.


      Still determined to destroy us, the clones on the dragonplants all began casting their support spells a second time. Ordinarily, there’d be no way out of a situation like this one, but...


      “Mweh heh heh heh! Futile! Futile! Futile!!!”


      ...no matter how powerful their army was, they were powerless against the sorcerer king and his invincible dolls.


      Moving in time with Vortigern’s finger flourishes, his invincible muscle-bound dolls swung their fists at the hellbirds and used them as footing to rush at the gigantic dragonplants. Then, in a show of his power, Vortigern had his dolls grab the petals of the recovering flowers and tear them out like a game of he loves me, he loves me not. My clones were thrown into disarray, and their huge dragons screeched with pain.


      “Mweh heh heh heh heh heeeh haah! How does it feel, summoners?! Your familiars are mere life-forms! They’re no match for my magic dolls! I fashioned them from the highest quality magic ores fortified with muscle fiber from the toughest of magical beasts! They’ve got muscles packed into their organs and even their brains! They’re stronger than anything!”


      Vortigern’s rampage was unstoppable. He created magic circles around him that unleashed bullets of water, fire, and lightning at the few surviving hellbirds that had slipped by his puppets. With the sheer scale of the calamity he was inflicting while holding nothing back, it was no wonder extra bosses like him had the same three-minute summoning limit as giant monsters.


      “Watch closely, master! Witness how the enemy summoners panic!”


      “I see it.”


      The clone division didn’t know how to react. Their hellbirds had already been taken down, and nothing stood between them and the invincible soldier dolls coming their way—in the face of this terror without equal, they were utterly stricken with panic.


      “It’s time for the curtain call!” Vortigern brought his fingers down, and the dolls flattened all the dragonplants at once. The fakes who’d been standing on them screamed as they were sent hurtling toward the ground.


      “That’s got to have killed half of them.”


      Yuris tended to be hard to kill because of their life-saving skills, but a single hit could still kill them if it damaged their body beyond recognition—and when it came to falls from great heights, I doubted my clones had managed to beat the overpowered pope for the Body of a Demon Lord skill I used to negate fall damage.


      “Yay! I’m so strong! Tell me it’s true, master!”


      “Sure. You’re strong, Vortigern. But that’s what makes me feel manipulated.”


      “Uh whuh? Manipulated?”


      Vortigern didn’t seem to understand. “Uh whuh” was an odd noise for a middle-aged man who’d once ruled a kingdom to make, but I ignored that for now. “You gave that army of clones a real shock...which means they’d never heard about you from Merlin or Arisu.”


      Both of those two knew about Sorcerer King Vortigern and his invincible dolls, and both were players on the Goddess side. If the information had been kept under wraps, it could only be because their commander, Pendragon, had ordered it so.


      “I take it the clone army was a collection of pawns used to force me into summoning you, Vortigern. They kept intel on you secret so that her troops wouldn’t object to dying for the cause.”


      Online gamers were only human. Not many players would happily agree if asked to sacrifice themselves, especially in an event like this where dead players left the event permanently. If the clone army had known about Vortigern, they probably would have approached us much more cautiously.


      “By having them go all-out and use a level of firepower that I wouldn’t be able to handle without your invincible dolls, she left me with no choice but to summon you.”


      “Ah. They wished for me to exit the stage for an hour. I suspect I’ll have no further role to play. Hurumph.” Vortigern puffed up his cheeks in anger. “Hurumph” wasn’t a noise any middle-aged man who’d once ruled a kingdom should make either, but I let it slide too.


      Having figured that much out, I then realized there was another element to Pendragon’s scheme. “Just look at the faces of the enemy on the ground,” I said.


      Although the sky had been the stage for the monster battle, the Goddess side’s ground forces had been advancing ever closer, and they couldn’t have looked more desperate. No matter where I looked, no one appeared relaxed.


      “They’re making a desperate effort despite outnumbering us almost two-to-one—it has to be because the damage zone is right behind them.”


      They literally had their backs to the wall. Pendragon must have had them attack as late as possible to ensure they’d use every ounce of their strength.


      “I’m guessing she never shared her plans even with her own allies. It’s obvious that she sacrificed the Fake Yuri Division, and now I’m starting to think she didn’t tell them that she was prepared to lose Starting Town.”


      I could tell from their faces. To the players on the ground, it must have looked like we’d captured Starting Town from under their noses, wiped out their summoners, and just generally outplayed them—they probably felt like they hadn’t been trying hard enough. If you made a gamer feel that way but presented them with the opportunity to heroically turn things around for their team at the same time, they’d surely risk their life trying to win the day. It was a mindset Pendragon had predicted and cultivated to manipulate them.


      “Pendragon’s just awful. She really is the best and worst opponent!”


      Thoughts of my nemesis—still yet to reveal herself—filled my mind. She’d thrown everything into this plan, and now I had to throw everything I had into overcoming it. Anything less would be disrespectful.


      “Vortigern, destroy the soldiers on the ground next. And Giganster...you know what to do.”


      My precious and most powerful familiar hadn’t spent all this time stunned into inaction. Giganster’s petals were already glowing with explosive power he’d gathered while Vortigern was doing his thing. “Grrgaaaah!”


      “All right. You can help eradicate everyone on the ground. Kill every last one of ’em!”


      “Grrgaaaah!” With a howl, Giganster let his flowers blossom as wide as they’d go and took aim at the approaching Goddess Army. I also cast Hyper Magic Burst as a little extra push to his firepower.


      Now, let’s give it to them! “Giganster, do it! Genocide Seventh Laser!”


      “Grrh...gaaaaaaaah!”


      But just as the destructive beams of unprecedented power bolted toward the enemy...


      “Asura mantra! Demon Slaying Blade!” A single slash blocked the entire attack.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 89 — Versus Kirika the Asura


      “What?!”


      She’d appeared at the exact critical moment. Giganster’s lasers were split in two and exploded, giving way to a deafening roar and black clouds of smoke all around me.


      Then came another slash.


      “Uh... Huh...?” Vortigern muttered.


      “This little girl here was Vortigern’s true form, wasn’t she? Unlike the pawns, Merlin told me everything.”


      The jester doll’s head fell to the ground. Sorcerer King Vortigern beside me had lost his life in an instant.


      “Vorti!”


      My most fearsome monster had died from a single attack...but I had no time to be surprised. My well honed instincts told me to move, and sure enough, the moment I bent backward, a blade’s edge whisked by.


      “Eek?!”


      “You’re quick.”


      My sudden movement had saved my life from the slash of death that raced past my eyes. Kirika’s blade had passed through the exact spot where my neck had been a moment prior.


      I had to be grateful for my battle instincts. Good thing I’ve been in nonstop battles since the day I first logged in.


      “Whoa!” My battle instincts were working overtime—I leaped backward out of sheer reflex, right before Kirika turned her blade and slashed at me a second time. I could see an after-image of her sword right where my torso had just been.


      Just like always, Kirika wasn’t giving me a moment to breathe.


      “Phew. That was close. You sent a chill down my spine, Kirika the Asura.”


      “Ha. You actually dodged? It’s high time I smashed that spine of yours, Demon Lord Yuri.” The courtesan player from another world, Kirika, fixed a piercing glare on me.


      I hadn’t seen her since our game of tag. I was glad to know she was doing well. Okay, let’s just fight!


      But first, a look of doubt appeared on Kirika’s face. “Explain your attire to me, Yuri. Why does it look like a kimono?”


      “Hmm?” Oh, she means my Japanese-style dress? Now I remember. I got it made after I last saw her, and I never told her. “To be honest, I’m wearing it for you.”


      “Huh?!”


      “You said it yourself. With Six Realms of Warring States Online shutting down, you’ve got no place to call home.”


      A blood vessel on Kirika’s forehead bulged. “Enough of your games!” she yelled while pointing her blade at me. “Is this your idea of compassion?! You thought I’d see it and be soothed by nostalgia?! You think I shared my troubles hoping for pity?!”


      “No, that’s not it.” She’d gotten it a little wrong. Grim had jumped to a similar conclusion. Do people really think I’m such a nice guy? “‘Compassion’? ‘Pity’? Don’t be stupid. You couldn’t be more wrong.”


      “Th-Then explain yourself.”


      “Isn’t it obvious?” I drew two swords. “It’s to make our fight more fun.”


      “Uhh...” She looked at me with wide eyes.


      “You’ve spent countless hours fighting in a warring-states-themed world. Won’t fighting someone in traditional Japanese gear be what gets you most fired up? That’s how I want you before I crush you.”


      “Yuri!” Kirika’s face turned red. The sword in her hand trembled softly.


      “All right, Kirika, let’s battle. I want to see you at your most aggressive.” I looked her straight in the eye.


      Her beautiful purple irises grew wet, then tears began to fall down her cheeks. “Unbelievable. To think I only took refuge in this world for a chance to kill that fool Zansword...”


      Kirika’s blade faltered for a moment. Then a moment later...


      “Grrgaaaaah!”


      ...there was a howl as scattered petals shimmered in the light. Just before Giganster could release another destruction beam, his flowers were shredded into pieces, creating a scene akin to falling sakura blossoms.


      “Yuri, I wish to kill you.” She aimed her blade at me, shredded petals following its tip as if drawn in by magnetism. “I wish to kill you before any other. Will you accept these feelings of mine?”


      “How could I not?” I agreed in an instant. How could I refuse? To be the main focus of such a wonderful rival... It’s such an honor that I’m overjoyed.


      We looked at each other and exchanged pleased smiles.


      “Well then, Kirika.”


      “Yes.”


      My smile matched hers, my feelings matched hers, and next, my blade would meet hers.


      “Let’s make this a fight like no other!” we both declared—our deathmatch was on!


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Diiiiee!!!” We ran through the battlefield crossing blades, yelling at each other like idiots with each sword swing.


      Giganster died from Kirika’s tenth slash—I’d dodged her blade only for it to cut his head clean off. Then our next hundred slashes were enough to destroy the clock tower: as we’d descended, our swords bashed it to the point it became a pile of rubble no longer fit to be the town’s central landmark.


      We didn’t stop there. Full of joy and bloodlust, we had to keep going.


      “Die! Die! Diiiiie!”


      We ran through Starting Town, exchanging slashes and scattering blood. We barreled through the main street. We jumped across the rooftops. We stumbled into the alleyways. We slashed at each other without cease, using the walls and even empty air as footholds to launch more and more strikes. It felt like we were out on a date.


      “This is fun, Kirika!” I had a pair of swords in my hands and an endless armory. With each swing of my twin blades, I called out another weapon to launch at her.
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      Kirika was missing chunks of flesh from various parts of her body. “Yes! That it is, Yuri!”


      She had just one sword, but pivotally, hers was longer. She whipped her blade back and forth countless times with each passing moment, spilling more and more fresh blood from every part of my body.


      “Take this! Take this! Take this! Take this! Take this! Take this! Take this! Take this!”


      Bloodsoaked beyond recognition, we shouted each other down as we devoured each other’s bodies, a crimson lake pooling ever deeper at our feet as we hacked away.


      “Survival skill activate! Relentless!”


      No matter how many times I was cut, I wouldn’t die. My luck was so high that the chance of me failing to negate the damage of each hit was near zero. As long as my body remained in one piece, I could kill Kirika over and over. And yet, with each cut, she refused to die.


      “Recovery skill activate! Ecstasy of Asura!”


      According to the online guide, the skill Kirika was using triggered whenever she dealt overkill damage to a player. She’d be healed by however much she’d exceeded her opponent’s remaining HP. It would allow her to go on trying to kill me unless I could somehow wipe out all of her HP with a single fatal blow.


      “Don’t die on me yet!” I yelled.


      “As if I would! Our fight is just beginning!”


      We both spat blood and laughed...and then we fought even more intensely.


      I threw my twin swords at Kirika. She was surprised for a moment, but she still reacted in time to knock them off course. That was fine—it created just enough of an opening for me to leap up with my bow and several arrows in my hands, summoning weapons around me at the same time. She looked up to watch my next move.


      “Deva mantra, Debilitating Arrow!” I chanted, imbuing my weapons and arrows with an impure curse before launching them at Kirika. It was a wicked art that would reduce the defense and agility of anyone it hit. Since it was originally a move from Six Realms of Warring States Online, I had no need to explain it to a ghoul from the same game.


      “A cowardly trick!” Kirika’s eyes went wide, and then her smile intensified as she traced a symbol with her empty hand. “Deceased ghouls, protect me! Asura mantra, Rebellion of the Executed!”


      “Gahgahgahgahgah!” Countless skeleton warriors appeared in an instant, blocking my rain of curses before they could reach their Asura princess. To make matters worse, the mass of warriors was rushing at the spot where I was about to land.


      “Then I’ll try this next!”


      I threw my bow away and materialized a scythe from empty air. Okay ghouls. Whatever unfinished business is keeping you here, I’m about to cut through it!


      I drew the scythe’s blade back far behind me, then I swung it with a roar! “Naraka mantra, Scythe of Reckoning!” A massive dark slash swept away the horde of ghouls. This art did more damage and got a wider area of effect the lower its user’s HP—and since my HP was always at 1, it was always at its full potential.


      “Gahgah...gah...!” The skeleton warriors turned to dust—my swipe snuffed out their lives, turning them to glowing particles that began to rapidly dissipate. Perhaps it was just my imagination, but I sensed calmness from them in their final moments.


      “Honestly... It’s as though you really are trying to please me.” Amid the fading motes of light, Kirika readied her blade once more, looking highly satisfied. She softly said, “This brings it all back. Thank you, Yuri. I never thought I’d see the skills of the six realms pitted against one another again.”


      “It’s nothing to thank me for. I’m just using whatever moves I think are best to take you down.”


      “Is that so?” Kirika laughed.


      I was glad I’d made her happy. I wanted her to enjoy the best death possible.


      “As a show of my appreciation, I’ll do what I can to kill you first.” She readied her Asura blade once more. Fighting spirit radiated from her entire body as she prepared a next strike that would certainly kill me.


      I welcomed it. “Let’s do this,” I said, calling out two more swords and pointing them at her.


      “Victory shall be mine.”


      We both took a step forward, gripped our weapons, and fixed our eyes on each other.


      Now to settle it. This ends now!


      We both drove a slash toward each other at the same time, both of us staking this next strike on the same ability. “Die, oh rival of mine! Asura mantra, Demon Slaying Blade!!!”


      Light poured from our blades, blinding us both.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 90 — The Passion Spreads


      The clouds of disturbed dirt began to settle. I’d collided with my greatest rival, Kirika the Asura, for the final time, and the victor was...


      “Guh, haah...”


      “I...win.”


      ...me, thanks to dual wielding my swords.


      Kirika slumped down on the ground. A single, blood-soaked blade was protruding from her chest.


      “It was hard to predict who’d win that one...” I shook off the blood as I recalled the exchange of attacks that had just taken place.


      Our two uses of Asura mantra, Demon Slaying Blade had met, and it had been Kirika’s attack that came out on top. There was no surprise there—with monsters possessing my blades and boosting their performance, plus Demon Lord Shock Wave providing extra knockback, I was always hiding the fact that I was a weakling with zero strength. Since Kirika’s avatar was as strong as any other, she would never be beaten by me using the same move as her.


      However, she’d only gotten the better of me for a brief moment. While she was extinguishing the power emitted from the blade in my right hand, I’d thrust into her chest with the blade in my left.


      “A critical hit... That means my loss.” Kirika muttered softly while stroking the wound in her torso. Her body was already turning into particles of light—proof that her HP was depleted.


      “It was fun, Yuri. I can’t deny a sense of unbearable frustration, but it’s my enjoyment that’s the most intense!”


      “I had fun too, Kirika. Let’s go all-out against each other again some time.”


      I exchanged a smile with the fallen Asura. It had been one of the best showdowns I’d ever had. I wished I could have the same fight every day.


      Okay, now it’s decided. I’m inviting her to my guild as soon as this event’s over. If we can fight each other from time to time and sometimes team up to destroy an enemy guild, that would be so fun. That said, Kirika’s just as aggressive as Shiru, so Korin’s bound to be a nervous wreck... Excitement filled me as I imagined our future.


      It was then that Kirika muttered something unexpected as she was fading away. “I might have lost...but...I completed my task successfully by keeping you busy... Fight well, all of you.” With those final words, Kirika vanished.


      That’s when I finally sensed a presence behind me. People had been watching over us during her final moments—a section of the town’s walls had been destroyed, and the enemy had flooded in.


      “Hey, commander. Thanks for letting us watch a good fight,” said a man dressed like a warrior. “As a fellow Six Realms player, I’d say Kirika can be proud of that ending,” he added while readying his long, blood-covered curved sword.


      “You got me excited too. I’d love to have a bout with you,” a woman in a dress said. “As a representative of Yggdrasill Online, I refuse to lose,” she added while brandishing two scythes covered in glowing runes.


      “I can see you’re strong. But how will you fare against a nonliving opponent, I wonder?” said...a robot dressed as a pilot. “If it’s this sort of awesomeness you want, then visit Galactic Rulers Online sometime,” it said while controlling another robot much larger than itself.


      The group had appeared out of nowhere, and something didn’t feel right about them. Based on how they all spoke, they had to be assassin players from other games!


      “Oh, that’s right. I never did finish punishing you guys. Pendragon kicked off this whole War of Annihilation while I was still busy.” I readied a sword in each hand.


      Fine. Now’s my chance to teach top players from all these other games a lesson.


      “I’m the strongest player. I’ll never lose to anyone. And besides...”


      A moment later, the warrior standing at the front of the enemy army lost his head. As it hit the ground, he was still in shock. “H-How did you...?!” he said with eyes wide open.


      “...I’ve got the strongest allies. Isn’t that right, Zansword?”


      “Quite.” He shook the blood from his blade and glared at the enemy army. Then he smiled at me over his shoulder. “Yuri, though I couldn’t continue my rivalry with Kirika, you returned her bloodlust well. Still, I can’t help but feel like a cuckold.”


      “Don’t say that. It’s gross.” Just be normal and say you’re jealous or something. Jeez... Just when he shows up looking all cool and reliable, he goes and says something to ruin it all, as always. “You really are beyond hope. You agree with me, right, Baldy?”


      “Sure.” In an instant, a punch sent the massive robot flying and left shattered machine parts raining down on the enemy army.


      The pilot robot that had been standing at the machine’s feet was shocked. “Gaaah! My embodiment of awesomeness!”


      “Hey, Yuri. The enemy finally found a way in.” Baldy appeared in front of me, joining Zansword. He sounded like he was having fun. He smashed his two gloves together and, with a smile, said, “Let’s do this. It’s not just the enemy who got fired up seeing you fight that samurai girl. Zansword’s ready to go, and the rest of us too. Isn’t that right?!”


      Hearing countless footsteps, I looked back and saw the players of the Demon Lord Army with passion clear on their faces.


      “We’re here and ready to fight!”


      “This is the climax! Let’s go nuts!”


      “We owe those assassins a beating!”


      My allies were yelling at the enemy army. All the while, the assassins and the girl with the big scythes weren’t going to be outdone.


      “We’re more hungry for the win than any of you! Let’s all show them the power of the assassins and the Goddess Army!”


      “Roooh!” The enemy soldiers rallied in response to her cry. They weren’t just assassins from other worlds—there were still BSO players and Yuri clones who’d survived the monster battle. The crowd had countless members, and they were filling the air with fighting spirit and bloodlust. Together, our souls burned with an almost intolerable heat.


      “Yeah... Sounds good to me...” I broke into a smile while loosening my kimono at the chest. My body was burning up, and my heart felt ready to explode from the fun and excitement. My hair was disheveled and matted with sweat.


      Seriously, seriously... I’m so glad I started playing this game.


      As if to vent this feeling, I unleashed a roar from my perch at the center of the world. “Sure thing! Let’s do this, everyone! Fight till we kill or get killed! Let’s make this the biggest showdown there’ll ever be!”


      “Roooooooooh!!!”


      Roars from the depths of our souls filled the battlefield. Full of excitement, we took our weapons in our hands and charged forward!




      [Ragnarok] Defeated Players Can Console Each Other Here 2 [Here Comes the Climax!]




      1. Impatient Adventurer


      This thread is for players defeated in the big event, Ragnarok, the War of Annihilation.


      Whether you were on the Demon Lord side or the Goddess side, let us know how unlucky you got and we’ll show some sympathy.


      Just don’t be overly aggressive toward whoever killed you.


      A new thread will be created automatically when this one reaches the reply limit.


      Previous thread: http://**********




      281. Impatient Adventurer @Demon Lord side


      Yeeeeeah! I wish we could be fighting there with them!!!


      Let us join the chaos!




      282. Impatient Adventurer @Goddess side


      >> 281


      Gaaah. If only I’d tried a little harder, I’d still be alive!


      But looking at the numbers, the Goddess side is still sure to win anyway!




      283. Impatient Adventurer @Demon Lord side


      >> 282


      Doubt it. I’m counting on Commander Yuri’s incredible power!


      She’s so far beyond anyone else that she wouldn’t lose even if the numbers were ten thousand to one!




      290. Impatient Adventurer @Demon Lord side


      Hey, we just got a message from Navi on behalf of the devs!




      292. Impatient Adventurer @Goddess side


      >> 290


      Let’s see...


      “Urgent announcement to everyone in the loser zone! For the next ten minutes, players can fight one another, and the last five left alive will respawn.”


      What?!




      294. Impatient Adventurer


      >> 290 >> 292


      Ohhhh! I can’t wait for this!


      Now we can get back in on the action!!!




      310. Impatient Adventurer


      How’s anyone got time for whining in the thread?!


      Let’s get back out there and fight!!!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 91 — Versus Rivals from Other Worlds


      “Rooooh!”


      Mere seconds after the fight began, Starting Town had been flattened. Over a hundred thousand powerful players clashed with one another. Ultimate techniques collided with calamitous spells creating massive explosions, and buildings of every kind were reduced to piles of rubble.


      Everyone was going all-out from the very start—not a single player was holding back, and everyone was all smiles as they killed one another.


      “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!” “Die!”


      In that moment, we were all one. We shared the same bloodlust, the same fighting spirit, and the same dream of tyrannical domination.


      Who didn’t grow up wanting to be a character from a game or anime? We’d all wished for superpowers that we could use to destroy deserving foes. It was an idea shared by people everywhere—one sure to linger throughout your youth, festering within you as you entered adulthood. That innocent desire, that dream, to try punching someone full force to knock them out was a scar on many a soul. It was a yearning that should have been forever out of reach...and yet, for us, it had become a possibility. Here, those urges were perfectly acceptable.


      In the world of VRMMOs, we could act violently and with more power than we’d ever known in reality! So why not kill each other?!


      The armored warrior that we all thought Zansword had killed yelled, “I can’t die when we’re at the best part. Ultimate beast skill! Living Fallen Angel: Hundred Beasts Unleashed!” His body instantly exploded, scattering chunks of his flesh all around us. Then something strange happened. “It’s a skill I can only trigger once while dying. Now I’ll give you hell!”


      We heard countless copies of the man’s voice at once. The pieces of his scattered flesh began to squirm and swell up as they transformed into a hundred beasts, which proceeded to run across the battlefield. With sharp fangs and claws, they trampled over the Demon Lord Army players.


      “Ha ha. What a crazy skill!” I had to laugh at the ridiculous scene playing out. It was no wonder Six Realms of Warring States Online had shut down if players were dominating with broken skills like this. “That’s interesting and all...but let Yuri show you how it’s really done!”


      I leaped high into the air and thrust an arm out toward the swarm of beasts running around on the ground.


      I couldn’t take any chances here. I called out a massive summoning circle and cried out in the center of the battle field. “Special art activate! Boundless Calamity Summon!”


      “Grrraaahh!”


      A hundred monsters all flew out at once. Genocide beetles with thorns coating their bulky exoskeletons, lava giants with incandescent bodies over ten meters tall, deadly venom slimes that oozed with acid and toxic fluid, and various other high-level monsters that I’d tamed rushed at the enemy army.


      “Wh-What the?!”


      The enemy swarm was eradicated in an instant. A mountain of corpses formed as my horde of monsters wiped out the horde of beasts. The chunks of flesh then turned to particles of light.


      “If you don’t like it, come at me for revenge.” I said to the rising particles. “I’ll kill you as many times as it takes... Ngh?!” Sensing bloodlust from behind me, I threw my fist backward.


      A huge laser flew at me, only to be dissipated on hitting my knuckles—my God-Killing Fist had given me limited invulnerability.


      “Oh, come on. Can’t I catch a break?” I turned around and saw the robot piloting what remained of the giant robot. The robot’s piloting the robot...? That’s kinda confusing.


      “My crystal of awesomeness, Superluminal Mech Gann Gurrion, remains undefeated!” The robot had his giant robot strike a pose.


      The cockpit was wide open after being smashed by Baldy’s punch, but that did nothing to dampen the pilot robot’s enthusiasm as it flipped levers and switches. “My data suggests that you’re the bald man’s lover! I’ll kill you and make him regret crossing me!” A thruster on the giant robot’s back ignited as it came charging at me.


      I had no idea what it was talking about, but this was cool. As a representative of this the fantasy world, I’ll gladly take on your space opera powers! “Summoning! Gobster, come forth!”


      “Gob buuuuh!” My call was answered by the appearance of a massive green creature: the king of goblins, Gobster. A moment later, he and the giant robot were wrestling!


      “Gob gob buuuuh!”


      “You can do it, Gobster! Support magic activate! Power Burst!”


      The muscles covering Gobster’s bulky body all bulged with newfound intensity. Though the giant robot was several times his size, Gobster was pushing it backward as he grappled with it.


      Gobster was over level 90, just like me. Since I’d been constantly sharing experience points with him, his stats had grown far beyond anything expected from an early-game boss monster.


      Faced with such overwhelming power, the robot in the cockpit clicked its tongue. (Wait, it has a tongue?!)


      “Grrr. This damned ape! Let’s see you handle this! Transformation art activate! Form Change: Speed Mode!” The giant robot leaped up, and with a series of mechanical movements, transformed itself into a car in midair! Then it fled from us at high speed...or so I thought.


      “I’m not running away! Eat this! Explosion Art, Gann Gurrion Missile!” While continuing to race around, it fired countless missiles at us!


      I get it. It couldn’t win in a battle of strength, so now it’s trying to kill us from a distance. “You won’t get me that easily! Gobster, fall back! Wolfster, you’re up!”


      Gobster vanished, and Wolfster, a wolf-type monster formerly known as the Wolf King, appeared in his place. Much like Gobster, he was a leveled-up boss monster that I was proud to have on my side.


      “We’ll beat the crap out of you!”


      “Awwooon!”


      I chased after the robot on Wolfster’s back. The missiles came flying at us, but they were useless.


      “Support magic activate! Speed Burst!”


      Wolfster’s high-speed pace quicked to ultrafast. He moved just like my Eight-Boat Leap, jumping between missiles and continuing to gain on the giant robot as explosions went off behind us.


      Now to kill it!


      “Grrrrr! You’ve got a giant dog now?! Th-This is going to use a lot of energy, but you leave me no choice. Transformation art activate! Form Change: Air Ride Mode!”


      Just as Wolfster was about to pounce, the giant robot transformed again. This time it looked like a fighter jet and soared into the sky above the battlefield. At the same time, compartments all across its body opened to reveal cannons.


      “Eat this! Secret technique, Gann Gurrion Laser Scatter Shot!”


      Though countless destruction beams rained down all around us, Wolfster ran straight through the barrage, bobbing and weaving in an attempt to dodge every laser. Unfortunately, I knew he wouldn’t be able to keep it up for long.


      “In that case...” I jumped up off Wolfster’s back while he was running at ultrafast speed. Then, while moving in midair, I switched out to another familiar. “Wolfster, stand down! Chirpster, you’re up!”


      “Pikwaaaaawk!” My huge crimson bird appeared under my feet. It was my vanishing firebird and the king of all his kind, known to me as Chirpster.


      With me clinging on to his warm back, Chirpster soared high into the air.


      It’s not getting away now! No matter what, I’m gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it! Gonna kill it!


      “Gaaaaah! You’re using every trick in the book to keep chasing me! Then let’s make this a midair fire fight!”


      With every cannon on the giant robot wide open, our dogfight began. “All cannons fire! All cannons fire! All cannons fire! All cannons fire! All cannons fire! All cannons fire!” The robot fired lasers and missiles out of every part of its body.


      But I wasn’t about to be outdone. “Support magic activate! Magic Burst!”


      “Pikwaaaaawk!” As Chirpster’s magic stat shot up, fire blazed across his body. Then, with a vigorous shake of his wings and tail, his burning feathers became bullets that flew into the enemy’s attacks.


      At the same time, I used Weapon Barricade in midair, turning enchanted swords and holy lances into projectiles!


      “You’re going down, space opera!”


      “You’re the one going down, fantasy!”


      The sky was decorated by the flight paths we traced through numerous explosions. The battlefield was illuminated with all the bursts of light and flame.


      “Ah ha ha ha ha ha!”


      We both laughed as our exchange of shots fired turned into a game of cat and mouse.


      “Uh.” The robot suddenly froze. Sounding kind of embarrassed, it muttered, “I’m out of energy...”


      At the same time, Superluminal Mech Gann Gurrion began falling. It must have been on a time limit much like my giant boss monsters, except it was described as an energy limit in this case.


      Figures, since it’s like a cheat. “I win this one.”


      “Hmph. I won’t lose next time. Now go on and deal the final blow.”


      “No need to tell me.”


      I wasn’t about to let it die from fall damage. I took my bow in my hand and fired arrows at the new opponent I was proud to have found.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 92 — The War of Annihilation’s Climax!


      The intense fighting continued as my allies went all-out against our opponents on the Goddess side.


      Few players could afford to worry about anyone but themselves. Not only the low-level players, but also the noncombatants were desperately resisting the enemy.


      “Uraaah! You can all die!” Our little crafter, Grim, roared. Swinging wildly with a massive hammer bigger than her own body, she crushed any enemy she saw. To many it just looked like a desperate attempt to survive, but she was racking up kills with frightening efficiency.


      “I shouldn’t forget that Grim’s a high-level player too...”


      The game let players gain experience for things besides fighting monsters, such as crafting and modifying items, and since she’d worked on countless pieces of equipment, she was at least approaching levels as high as the best players’. On top of that, she’d recently declared, “I want the ability to fight should I ever need to!” and chosen hard smasher as her secondary class. Hard smasher was a DPS class designed for hammer wielders, so players who took her for an easy target soon regretted their mistake.


      Still, fighting for prolonged periods of time took more than just high stats.


      “Uh, wh-whoa?!” Since she was still a beginner at combat, the momentum of her hammer made her slip, leading to an embarrassing fall on the battlefield.


      In a place like this, and in a moment so intense, no one held any concept of holding back—once Grim left herself vulnerable, multiple players rushed at her at once. However...


      “Looks like you’re having some trouble, Grim.”


      A shot of mana from a pure white umbrella blew away the players just as they lunged at her. The lady responsible, dressed all in white, descended to land in front of Grim, who was still on the ground. “Oh ho ho... It feels good to fight once in a while.”


      It was Françoise. She was the world’s top crafter and one of a handful of beta testers...and to Grim, she was a rival.


      “Grrrr... Françoise!”


      “Oh my. What are you growling for? The correct reaction to being rescued is ‘Thank you.’”


      “Huh?! Oh, th-th-thank...you!” Grim’s face was bright red, but she still managed to find the words. She’d been easily talked pacified.


      Françoise chuckled then extended her hand. “Come on, stand up. A clothesmaker must look elegant at all times, including on the battlefield. Or if you’d rather quit, you can remain where you are.”


      “You think I’d quit?!” my personal crafter snapped back. “My work here is just beginning!” Without accepting Françoise’s help, Grim got to her feet. She gripped her hammer in both small hands and yelled passionately to anyone who’d listen. “My name is Grim! Personal crafter to the all-mighty Demon Lord Yuri! Those who long for death, come face me!”


      Grim then charged at the enemy while swinging her hammer. She only paused but a moment to turn her head and give Françoise a defiant smile—a smile that seemed to say, Just try and keep up with me.


      “Ha... I never thought I’d see such a cheeky look from my shy little sister,” Françoise said. She was obviously pleased.


      She was about to chase after Grim, but then she smiled and said, “It’s all thanks to you that she turned out so splendidly, almighty Demon Lord.”


      “Oh, you noticed me?”


      Through the fire and smoke, she walked toward me.


      That’s Françoise for you. Even in the chaos of battle, she’s calm enough to keep track of everything around her. “Thanks for saving Grim just now. I was real busy for the past ten seconds.”


      Françoise winced. “I can tell just by looking at your hands and the trail you left behind you...” I was holding the severed head of an enemy, and behind me was a mountain of corpses all turning into light particles. She sighed at the sight of it all. “You’re so strong I’m never sure what to make of it. You’ve come so far after building yourself a character that should have been utterly unplayable.”


      “Ha. It’s because it was unplayable. Since I couldn’t even fight at first, I had to scrape together everything I could.”


      I fired a sword toward Françoise. At the same time, she launched a mana beam at me. We both leaped sideways to dodge the other’s attack, and as a result, the enemies leaping at our backs were blown away, their blood spattering onto both our outfits.


      “I have to thank you for giving me these clothes, Françoise. I’m still wearing the dress you made.”


      “Ah ha ha... It barely resembles its original form.” She smiled, amused by my heavily modified Japanese-style dress. “It’s more Grim’s work than mine now,” she muttered. “But in my opinion, the strongest weapon you have is a heart that lets you never back down. You’re always boldly going forth, letting neither misfortune nor misadventure get in your way. That’s why I left Grim in your hands.”


      “You’re a good sister. Still think you made the right choice?”


      “I wonder... I worry that she might be a little too violent these days.”


      Françoise glanced over to where Grim had run off to. Grim was shouting “Take this!” and lashing out at everyone she saw.


      “Ha ha. Our little sister is so strong,” I said.


      “Indeed she is... But I worry sometimes, so I had to come check on her!”


      “You’re overprotective.” She really is a good older sister to her. Though I guess it’s up to her what she does during the final showdown.


      You could give support to your favorite allies or focus on slaughtering weaker opponents. You could even stealthily take out stronger enemies while they were distracted by the chaos. Each player’s style was up to them—as long as they gave it their all, everything was valid.


      “It’s time for us to part, Demon Lord. Let’s both try to survive to the end.”


      “Sure.” And so, my first conversation with my crafter friend in some time came to an end. Farewell, Françoise. Put up a good fight alongside Grim.


      Personally, I had no interest in supporting anyone but myself.


      “There she is! You’re the Demon Lord, aren’t you?! My fans, I’ve found the enemy commander!”


      An idol-esque girl wearing a red hood rushed at me together with an army of countless followers. Their weapons were all aimed at me, as were their intense stares.


      I felt excitement fill my body. I don’t know who these guys are, but this is awesome.


      “Heh heh heh. My name’s Akahime, a trending virtual idol. ☆ After I kill you live on stream today, my fame will— Why are you grinning at me like that?!”


      “It’s just so exciting I can’t contain myself!” One-against-many situations are so nice.


      I liked fighting one-on-one, face-to-face with my opponent, but I also loved being up against an army so large that there were too many faces to remember. Having all the killing and violence to myself was more exciting than anything. It was like being at a high-class buffet.


      “Okay, everyone! Make me despair! Cut my limbs from my body, then you can all pierce me with your blades! Put me into a hopeless situation! And all the while, I’ll resist! Whether you’re cutting me to shreds or I’m cutting you to shreds, let’s put everything we’ve got into it and enjoy ourselves!”


      “Eeeek! I’m not sure I can feature someone like this on my livestream!”


      I charged straight at the panicking virtual idol. If you’re not coming for me, I’ll come for you. I’ll chase you through hell and back.


      “I love despair!”


      Fight through it and come out stronger—that’s Yuri’s style!


      ⬧⬨⬧


      A total of 250,000 players had joined the War of Annihilation. They’d fought a battle like nothing seen before or ever to be seen again, and now it was reaching its climax.


      “Haah... Haah... Give it up, Goddess side!”


      “You’re the ones that need to give up, Demon Lord side players!”


      Players were running out of steam, and the sounds of heavy breathing blanketed the battlefield. Our in-game bodies were theoretically immune to fatigue, but the fight was taking its toll on our minds. Increasingly often, players lost concentration in all the chaos and made mistakes or walked into surprise attacks. There was no helping it, of course: Although we’d had a break in the middle, we’d been fighting for over two hours. Any normal person was bound to be exhausted.


      The players still holding out at this point were those who couldn’t stand losing.


      “I’ll cut you down! Sword strike arts activate in succession! Draw Slash! Slicing Crescent Moon! Annihilation Air Sweep!” Zansword swung his sword. With numerous flashy techniques, he cut through every enemy he laid eyes upon. And he wasn’t alone...


      “I’ll knock ’em flying! Fist strike arts activate in succession! Hell Thrust! Black Tiger Heart Strike! Fist Mastery, Forward Cannon!” Baldy swung his fists. Drawing from multiple fighting styles, he landed blows on opponent after opponent.


      They were both as dependable as ever, and they’d finally started using high-level skills, allowing them to use their arts repeatedly without touching mana recovery potions.


      “That’s the Perfected Sword skill that only sword-based classes over level 80 can use, and the Perfected Fist Skill that only hand-to-hand classes over level 80 can use.”


      The effects of these two skills were simple yet powerful: For a short time, they allowed MP recovery each time a hit was landed with the sword or fist, respectively. It basically meant they could attack all they wanted. Zansword’s class, samurai master, also came with the ability to reduce MP cost when using slash arts, and with Baldy’s class, power grappler, arts could gain more attack power while using more MP.


      Their perfected skills suited their builds perfectly. Zansword could take arts designed to be chained together and use them incessantly, while Baldy could use his arts to boost the power of individual attacks to the absolute limit.


      “I can always rely on these two... Right, Merlin?” I said while glancing behind me.


      “Oh, you noticed me already?!” The handsome bespectacled man in all pink took his weapon in hand. “You always were good at sensing enemies. I’m surprised your friends are still going—and the same goes for you too, Yuri. But shouldn’t your concentration be slipping by now? You’ve done an awful lot of fighting.”


      “Yeah, I’ve faced off with a ton of rivals.”


      I’d gone all-out fighting Arisu, Shiru, Korin, Kirika, and a bunch of others whose names I didn’t know. Until just a moment ago, I’d been fighting a virtual idol and slaughtered her army of over a hundred hangers-on. But I had to keep it up. “Tiredness means nothing until after I’ve won. I have to keep fighting to the end so that every rival I defeat will be proud to say, ‘I fought Yuri myself.’”


      “Your thinking’s simple as always...” Merlin gave me a weary smile then held up his blade as lightning coated his entire body.


      “Hey, isn’t that...?”


      It was his advanced enhancement spell, Thunder Enchant: Suicide Bolt. It gave him increased speed and made his attacks induce paralysis, but it also slowly burned his body, limiting how long he could fight. To use it on a chaotic battlefield could only mean one thing.


      “You’re ready to die, Merlin?”


      “Indeed I am. My mind has reached its limit. I am, after all, a scholar whose passion is for exploring and gathering data. Intense combat was never really my thing.” Merlin stared at me. “Nevertheless, I am a man, and I have my pride. What accomplishment could be greater than being the one to take down Demon Lord Yuri?”


      “Ha. Nicely put.”


      Merlin was the leader of the Snake of Wisdom guild. He’d shared much information with me, and he’d given his life as a sacrifice to open the door that’d started this war.


      I had no problem with him triggering the War of Annihilation since it had been a ton of fun so far, but it still bothered me that he’d betrayed me. That gave me a personal motivation to challenge him...but our fight would have to happen another day.


      “Sorry, Merlin, but it looks like I’ll have to wait my turn.”


      An instant later, a spear came flying at Merlin.


      One of my allies, Spearo the brave lancer, had been approaching while concealing his presence.


      “What?!” Merlin was quick enough to dodge. With the lightning speed given to him by his enhancement spell, he rapidly moved back.


      Next, a dark shadow came at him with enough speed to keep up with him despite his enhanced state. It was another of my allies, Wacko the beast riser, and she struck Merlin with a powerful kick.


      “Guh?! B-Both of you?!” Merlin gazed in amazement at Spearo and Wacko standing before him.


      These three weren’t meeting for the first time. While clearing the cursed island just the other day, we’d all been in the same party.


      “Oh my... You two certainly don’t seem happy. Did I perhaps say something to offend you both?”


      “It’s just a little score we want to settle, Merlin.” Spearo, still in his fighting stance, sounded a touch irritated. “Remember what you said to me and Wacko when we were with Yuri the other day? ‘I’m going to surrender right now. While I’m sure I could handle you two, I suspect I’d fare less well against your boss,’ right...?”


      “Oh... That’s what got to you?!”


      “Don’t worry, I get it!” Spearo said. “I know Yuri’s stronger than we are. But still!”


      Spearo and Wacko both kept their eyes fixed on Merlin.


      “Don’t forget that we’re top players,” Spearo continued. “We can’t just let you disrespect us like that. We’ve got our reputations to think about.”


      “Oouh oouh!” Wacko agreed. “That’s why we formed a pact! We agreed we’d teach the irritating pink handsome dude a lesson the moment we found him!”


      “I’ve been running around this hellscape looking for you this entire time,” Spearo explained.


      “After getting killed by Kirika, I had to fight to get revived, all so I could make you pay,” Wacko added.


      “Wh-Whaaat?” Merlin trembled at the menacing air the pair were giving off.


      Ha ha. Looks like his plan to go down fighting me went sideways. “So, Merlin. Use up the last of your mental energy on these two. If you somehow win, push yourself beyond your limits so you can challenge me again. If you’re as man as you say, you won’t call this the end so easily.”


      “Oh, Yuri...”


      “This is our festival. Now’s the time to forget our limits and keep fighting until the very last moment.”


      Merlin was taken aback, but he agreed. “When you put it that way, you don’t leave me much choice.” He readied his blade and faced Spearo and Wacko. “Ah ha ha... Well, isn’t this perfect? I’ve been given an opportunity to take down not just Yuri, but all of the Demon Lord side’s top players at the same time!”


      “That’s the spirit.”


      Merlin’s usual intellectual air had vanished. He readied his weapon and charged at the two challengers.


      I, meanwhile, had to be elsewhere. But before I could go, Merlin left me with a few brief words. “Be extremely cautious. There are still two more assassins comparable to Pendragon.”


      “Seriously?”


      An instant later, Zansword and Baldy came flying toward me! They were both heavily wounded, with drops of blood pooling at their feet.


      “What happened to you two?!”


      “Guh... The lady’s tougher than she appears...” Zansword said.


      “Ha... Looks like the guy’s not going down easily!” Baldy added.


      With effort, they both got to their feet. They hadn’t taken any fatal wounds, but their injuries looked severe.


      “Are you both okay?” I took out two potion bottles to pour over each of them.


      Zansword leaned in close and moved his lips in a sucking motion. Pouring a potion on someone worked just as well as drinking one, so the first thing I did was punch him. This guy’s sure not out of energy.


      “Yuri!” Zansword cried. “Don’t hit your allies! We can’t afford to play around while fighting these two!”


      “You were asking for that punch, Dumbsword,” Baldy told him. “But you’re right that we can’t afford to mess around right now.”


      My two rivals both grew tense and looked at the scene ahead. As the black smoke cleared, two new figures came into view.


      “There you are, Yuri. We had to kill so many players before we found you.”


      One of them was the assassin girl who’d been with the giant robot and the armored warrior. Her blonde hair rippled in the breeze, and she had mismatching red and silver eyes. In her hands she held a pair of scythes; the runes carved into one of them suggested it was enchanted, while the other looked to be a peculiar mechanical device with a chainsaw for a blade. She wore a military-style uniform.


      “I’m Ange,” she said, smiling at me sweetly. “I’m a top player just like you, but I’m from Yggdrasill Online.”


      As she greeted me, her two scythes started to make noise. A bloodred wind came from the enchanted scythe as its whirring blade spun like a drill, and the mechanical scythe stirred to life as well, the roar of its chainsaw teeth overwhelming the rest of the battlefield. Both were fearsome tools of execution.


      Zansword saw my surprised reaction and whispered to me, “The first version of Yggdrasill Online launched several years ago... It was the first ever R-rated VRMMO. Although the content wasn’t sexual in nature, it drew mixed reactions with its depictions of blood and guts and its re-creations of sensory experiences that bordered on illegality.”


      “Sounds crazy... You’re telling me the girl with the cute face rose to the top in a game like that?”


      “Correct. Though you’ve got a cute face too, and you’re as strong as anyone.”


      “Give me a break.” My cuteness aside, it sounds like Ange’s used to having some fairly realistic fights to the death. You really can’t judge a book by its cover. “And I guess the guy’s as strong as he looks...”


      I shifted my gaze to the black-haired muscular man in the mask beside Ange. He was wearing Japanese-style clothing, but his outfit wasn’t elegant like mine or Kirika’s. It was so intimidating that he reminded me of one of Kirika’s summoned ghouls. All that combined with the two horns on his head made him look like a demon straight out of hell. Maybe it’s just my imagination, but this guy looks kinda angry...


      “I used to be a top player in Darkness Soul Online, though these days I help test various new VR games...” His crimson eyes fixed on me. “But who cares about all that?!”


      His bloodlust was so intense I began to back away. Wh-What?! Huh?! We’ve only just met! Unlike Merlin, I haven’t said anything to make anyone mad!


      “Are you Yuri?!” he demanded.


      “Yeah, what of it?!”


      “Never mind what of it! You’re the player who defeated my precious Arisu! My real-life fiancée!”


      “Wait, you’re her pedo fiancé?!” This is Arata?! The guy who got with a girl who looks like a grade schooler?!


      “You’re gonna die! I’ll kill you!”


      I felt incredible bloodlust from this demonic dude, but I found him a lot less scary now that I knew he was just Arisu’s gamer boyfriend here to avenge his tiny fiancée.

    

  

  
    [image: insert6]
  

  
    
      Chapter 93 — Versus Demonic Arata & Death God Princess Ange


      “Baldy, Zansword, no fighting between yourselves this time, okay?”


      “I’m entirely peaceable. It’s not my fault the bald fool’s so aggressive.”


      “What’d you say?!”


      “That’s the kind of thing I’m talking about! Anyway, just make sure we win this!”


      We rushed at Ange and Arata. This could be what decided the overall victor: If we could eliminate two opponents as powerful as Pendragon, it would give a huge advantage to the Demon Lord side. On the other hand, if the three of us fell here, our side, which was already outnumbered, would be doomed.


      Defeat’s not an option! We’ve gotta take these two down and get one big step closer to victory!


      “Eat this! Scythe of Reckoning!”


      “I’ll cut you in two! Furious Slash!”


      “You’re about to get knocked out! Twin Palm Strike!”


      We all activated our arts at once. Getting hit by all three of us was sure to mean instant death.


      As I watched to see how they’d defend themselves, Ange did something unexpected. Rather than back off, she took a large step forward.


      “Guh?!”


      “What?!”


      She took the full brunt of all three attacks herself! She wasn’t invincible either. My blade cut into her, as did Zansword’s, while Baldy’s fist plowed into her stomach. When blood sprayed from her mouth, it was proof that she’d taken damage. And yet...


      “You’ve gotta give me more pain than that!” She laughed and spun both scythes in her hands.


      “Uhh?!”


      We backed off immediately. Her drill and chainsaw, essentially implements of torture, flew at us, barely missing our faces.


      “Keep it coming. Give me more punishment. Just know that I won’t die before you do!”


      We heard a sound like bubbling fluid as the wounds on Ange’s body began healing rapidly. More than likely, she had some sort of automatic regeneration skill...and since she’d taken all of our attacks head-on, she obviously had more hit points than a single combo of ours could deliver.


      “So it’s a tank build. What a pain!” This was the worst type of enemy to run into during the end game while everyone was exhausted.


      As I began trying to think of a plan, a dark shadow came at us. Arata, with a huge black greatsword in his hand, was charging in with incredible speed. “You’re all about to die!”


      His dark blade flew at us as he slashed at our flank. Baldy punched it, bringing the heavy weapon to an instant stop the moment it hit his hand. “Skill activate! God-Killing Fist! All knockback negated!”


      “I wasn’t done.”


      The black sword flew out of Arata’s hands. Baldy’s attack had had overwhelming power...but that didn’t matter. Arata had released his greatsword willingly.


      As if gliding over the ground, Arata dove at Baldy with his arms spread wide.


      “What the?!” Baldy tried winding up a punch, but...


      “You die first!”


      “Gaaaah?!”


      ...Arata’s howling fist dealt a crushing blow to Baldy’s ribs, breaking his bones and sending him flying high into the air. All that remained was his blood falling down on us like rain.


      “Baldy?!” I cried.


      “You’re next.”


      I had no time to be shocked. The demon rushed at me, throwing a flurry of punches like a storm.


      I deployed multiple shields in an instant in an attempt to stop the incredible rush of power, but cracks were forming after just the first few punches. I tried backing off rapidly to get clear of his attacks, but he kept approaching, staying close the whole time.


      “Damn. Ange’s a tank, and this guy’s got a DPS build with a focus on strength and agility...”


      Both were classic builds in online games. It was nothing like my style of relying on countless techniques and skills in every fight.


      “Yuri, I’m at your side!”


      “Oh, I’d rather you didn’t forget about me!” Ange’s twin scythes blocked Zansword’s path before he could reach me.


      I couldn’t break free from the flurry of powerful punches! They were coming at me from both in front and from the sides. Multiple times they slipped past the shields to land a hit on me.


      “You’re gonna pay for hurting Arisu! Now you’re finished!”


      To my surprise, Arata moved his fist in a long motion, drawing his right arm far back behind himself. The time it took for him to wind up his punch gave me a much-needed opportunity to consider my options.


      What’s with the big movement? Is he just too emotional to help himself? This could be a trap... I’ve got to play it safe and use this chance to put some distance between us... Actually, no!


      After a moment of thought, I knew what I had to do. It didn’t matter whether his anger had made him careless or whether it was a trap. I couldn’t call myself a man if all I did was back away.


      “When the enemy gives you an opening, you gotta attack! Oraa!” I clenched my fist tight and pressed my foot hard against the ground.


      Putting distance between us wasn’t important—I couldn’t win by running. But if I could land a punch, I could do some damage!


      Okay, Arata. Now it’s time you tasted my fist! With that thought in my head, I threw a punch.


      “I knew it. Someone as brave as you was bound to attack me.”


      A slam reverberated across the battlefield as the impact landed. But it wasn’t the sound of my fist hitting Arata’s body—his greatsword had somehow appeared in his left hand, blocking my punch.


      “Ngh... Y-Your greatsword...” Didn’t Baldy knock it flying...?


      As I muttered to myself, I realized what had just happened. Close to my feet was a mark left by a blade where it had hit the ground. In other words, Arata had been luring me into the position where his sword was waiting for him. The punches that had occasionally come from the side had been intended to correct my course.


      “Ha... Ha ha... And you drew my attention with the big swing of your right arm while you grabbed the sword with your left!”


      He’d had me totally under his control. And given the softness that had entered his tone, I knew that even his rage had been an act. But I’d figured it out all too late, and the fist that had once been a distraction was now flying at me.


      “I’ve been playing online games for years. I’d never lose to a kid like you!”


      His demonic iron fist came slamming down, piercing through my body, which had zero defense. It felt like a bomb going off in my chest.


      “Gah. Haaah?!”


      I came to a horrible realization. My survival skill wouldn’t have to fail. His plan was to deliver certain death by destroying my avatar. Based on the shock waves his punch sent coursing through my body as it knocked me flying, I knew I’d just been hit with an attack capable of that!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 94 — The Determination of Youth


      I heard Arata’s voice from far away. “Now, there’s a surprise. Thought I’d killed you for sure.”


      His punch, intended to deliver certain death with a single blow, might have knocked me flying, but my body had endured it. I climbed out of a pile of rubble and staggered to my feet. “Yeah... I’ve got some great allies helping out.”


      The moment his fist hit me, my floating weapon, possessed by Puffster, had gotten in the way to absorb the shock. At the same time, Mor, possessing my boots, had helped out by quickly leaping back to reduce the damage further. It was thanks to them that I’d survived.


      “Currrs! Currrcuurss!” We’ve got your back, boss!


      “Hrrr! Hrrr!” Now, begin your comeback, master!


      My familiars were both snarling boldly.


      The masked demon looked at them both and broke into a grin. “Ha ha. Your familiars are self-aware? The old games me and Ange are from don’t have anything like that.” He sounded almost envious. “BSO’s a technical marvel—even the AI for its ordinary NPCs and familiars is advanced enough to be conscious. That idiot Pendragon agreed: ‘You’d normally need a server the size of a mountain. That’s one area where their technology surpasses mine,’ she said.”


      “Seriously?” So, giving every familiar self-awareness is as impressive as it sounds. The devs have a ton of failings, but they sure got the technology right.


      “But in any case, youngster, the better your familiars, the more you’ll come to rely on them. That weakness is gonna be your downfall.”


      I laughed at his obvious taunt. “Ha. You’re clueless.” I deployed weapons around me and stared intently at this demon of the VR world. “You couldn’t be more wrong, veteran. I have to take every fight seriously. It takes everything I’ve got to be a worthy leader to underlings as fine as mine.”


      And it didn’t stop at my familiars. For everyone who looked up to me and everyone I’d defeated, I had to always be the strongest player I could be. Whatever misfortune or hardship I might encounter, I’d never let them see me flinch. That was my ideal me.


      “You’d better be ready, Arata. It’s not just me who’s way stronger than you. The same goes for every rival who’s been trying to keep up with me.”


      “What?!” Arata jumped back. A moment later, a crater formed where he’d been standing. In the center of the sunken patch of ground stood a dependable ally, now in his oni form.


      “Skill activate, Divine Oni Transfiguration. Let’s fight oni to oni!”


      It was Baldy, shrouded in the red glow of his fighting spirit, horns growing from his head. My buddy had kept himself in the battle by using the skill he’d been saving for the end. And he wasn’t the only one I could rely on...


      “That’s hot!” Ange backed away, but not before getting burned.


      I looked over and saw Zansword fixing a cold stare on her while blue flames covered his entire body. “Special art activate, Ultimate Fire Enchant. If you won’t die, then I’ll burn you to nothing!”


      Zansword had become a sword saint of blue flame. As his intense heat affected Ange, her body wasn’t healing with the same rapidity as before. It seemed the burn status abnormality was counteracting her healing skill.


      “This could be a problem,” Ange muttered.


      “Get ready to see what newcomers can do,” I said to the duo of powerful veterans, emboldened by the two valuable friends at my side. “Our fight’s just beginning!”


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Now to finish this!!!”


      Our final clash with the two veterans of the VR world was underway. I knew we couldn’t beat them in terms of pure skill—they’d both risen to the top without the help of capable familiars and in worlds with none of our modern-day conveniences. They were masters of the basics of combat. So how could we beat them? That was obvious.


      “We’ll play to our strengths!” the three of us declared.


      Baldy was our vanguard, churning up the ground beneath him as he charged at Arata. “Go to hell!”


      At that moment, Baldy’s stats were all increased severalfold. His divine oni form surpassing Arata’s evil oni form, he showered Arata with a rapid series of blows. Naturally, his punches were mostly blocked or dodged, and he was getting hit by counterattacks all the while, but he kept up his assault undeterred. With an impressive solo effort, he was making up for the difference in skill level.


      “Now that I’ve used Divine Oni Transfiguration, I’ll be dead in a minute! So I’ve gotta be the star of the battlefield for all the time I’ve got left!”


      “Hmph. Well, aren’t you fired up!” Arata unleashed a similarly powerful flurry of attacks. His and Baldy’s fists collided with blinding speed, creating thuds heard across the battlefield.


      “I’m part of this too!” Zansword declared.


      Zansword had Ange under pressure. In terms of pure capability, he was actually the best out of the three of us—he was well-versed in VR games, and he’d spent just as many hours playing them as the veteran duo.


      “Unlike any of you, I’ve always hit my limit upon reaching the upper ranks of a game. I’ve never been the true number one! And that’s what drives me now!”


      He aimed a series of searing hot sword strikes at Ange, but she had no trouble blocking most of them. The difference between a top player and a number one player was on full display as she parried his attacks with her pair of transforming scythes and backed away from the heat he emitted.


      Still, the flaming samurai kept on the attack. What he lacked in skill, he made up for with the honed spirit of a no-life gamer.


      “You’re not getting away, woman! If I can’t be on top in this game, then what have I got left in life? I’ve no choice but to kill you, to hound you until I’ve burned you away! I have to at least be a winner in the realm of fiction!”


      “Eek?!” Ange shrieked at this strange source of vigor known as real-life circumstances. “Th-These attacks hit hard! This guy’s dangerous in more ways than one!”


      When she tried to back off, Zansword followed, refusing to let her put distance between them even as she cut him with her blades. He stayed so near to her, in fact, that their lips almost touched, his hot flames blocking Ange’s regeneration all the while.


      In each of the ongoing fights, the pair was evenly matched: Baldy could rely on his high stats and fighting spirit, while Zansword could flex his flames, time played, and tenacity. Between one’s brute force and the other’s stalker behavior, they were managing to stay on par with their opponents.


      “Yuri!” my allies both shouted to me.


      They didn’t have to explain. I knew exactly what to do, and I was sincerely grateful that they’d both had the same idea.


      “Let’s do this, Puffster squad!” I gripped my bow tight in one hand while holding several arrows in the other. Then I deployed another seven weapons around me. All of them glowed with bewitching light. “You might be veterans, but you’ve never seen familiars like these. And now it’s time you tasted defeat.”


      “Huh?! It can’t be!” The pair realized what was coming, but it was too late to react.


      Baldy and Zansword each spread their arms wide to bear hug their opponent. Using every ounce of strength, they kept our powerful foes pinned in place.


      “Yuri, are you seriously about to take out your allies along with—” Then Arata remembered something. “Oh, I get it.”


      The special weapons we were using in this war contained Demon Steel or God Iron, giving them special capabilities.


      “That’s right... With those weapons, you won’t deal damage to allies. Ha ha. That makes it a good strategy. They’ve got us beat, Ange.”


      “Yeah, they have, as much as I hate to admit it... By the way, do you think I can report this Zansword guy for all his heavy breathing?”


      Arata and Ange both smiled softly (though the latter looked a little uncomfortable). “We’re beaten,” they muttered to themselves as I took aim.


      The Puffster squad used their cloning skills to create a swarm of countless weapons. With this, I’d outmaneuvered the enemy using a strategy they hadn’t seen coming. Through my trust in my familiars and my near-telepathic connection with my rivals I’d fought in the past, I’d found the strength to win.


      “We had you outnumbered from the start, and the event’s special rules made this strategy possible,” I said. “It’s a shame we didn’t win through a fair fight.”


      “What are you talking about?” Arata looked me right in the eye. “A win’s a win. Take it and be proud, Yuri. This is your story now.”


      I drew my bowstring tight. With all the strength I had, I pulled harder and harder, putting everything into it. And then...


      “Let’s fight again some time, Arata, Ange!”


      ...I unleashed the strike that ended it!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 95 — A Jaw-Dropping Realization


      Spearo and Wacko’s fight concluded around the time as Yuri’s.


      “Whew. We really did it!” Spearo said.


      “That was a pain!” Wacko replied. “How’d the boss of an intelligence guild get so strong?”


      The pair were breathing heavily, with Merlin fatally wounded in front of them. They’d staked their reputations as top players on taking down a powerful member of the Goddess side, and the gamble had paid off.


      “Haah. You got me... How frustrating to lose after giving the fight all I had.” Merlin was already turning into particles of light. “Perhaps next time I should train in earnest,” he added quietly.


      Wacko approached him triumphantly. “Heh heh. We’re gonna win this whole war! We’ve overcome every hellish strategy you and Pendragon came up with!”


      “Oh...? Might you just mean our infiltration strategy?”


      Infiltration tactics were a form of warfare developed during the First World War. Foot soldiers would try to breach a defensive position from all sides while heavy weapons provided supporting fire. Once they found a hole in the defenses, then they’d pour in like floodwater—hence the name. The Goddess side’s strategy had followed the same template, with the Fake Yuri Division’s genocide birds playing the role of heavy weapons.


      “I was sent to the loser zone for a while after getting killed by Kirika,” Wacko explained. “That’s when I saw it written on the message board: ‘Pendragon’s plan is to create a situation where her forces have a wall to their backs, at which point they’ll be desperate to keep moving forward.’ It was her way of making sure the superior numbers didn’t make her army too laid-back.”


      Wacko puffed out her small chest. It felt terribly good to have defeated an enemy strategist.


      “It’s hard to believe, but she wanted to put her enemies and her allies in a tough spot. It was thanks to Yuri’s efforts that no one died to the genocide bird explosions. We took on the infiltrators at close range before losing any of our numbers and stopped their advance dead!”


      Spearo was getting excited too. “I’m gonna get noticed! I’m gonna get noticed!”


      Merlin looked at them, the light fading from his eyes, and said softly, “Her ‘hellish strategies’ have only just begun.”


      “Huh?” The pair froze up. For a moment, they didn’t know how to react to Merlin’s reveal.


      “Uh, wh-what...?” Wacko stammered.


      “Only just begun? What the heck do you mean?” Spearo demanded.


      Merlin would vanish within a couple of seconds, and he had no obligation to tell them anything. However...


      “Since it’s already too late to escape, and since I’d like to reward you for defeating me, I’ll give you a single hint.” Merlin’s body was breaking apart, its remaining pieces rising into the air. In the moment before his lips dissolved, he said a few final words: “Players can go into space.”


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “Haaaaah,” Arata sighed. “I lost because I was too focused on fighting the bald guy. Back in the day, I always saw surprise attacks coming.”


      “You sound like an old man,” I replied. “I’m sure you used to be amazing.”


      Arata glared at me in frustration. “Shut up, youngster. I’m just a little out of practice, that’s all. Let’s see you handle me one-on-one next time, Yuri.”


      “I can’t wait,” I replied.


      The fight was over. I might have exploited the unusual rules, but we’d beaten the VR gaming veterans nonetheless. Arata and Ange were just waiting for their souls to pass on to the other side now.


      Zansword glanced at Ange then told her, “As an opponent, you were tough. But in my arms, you felt soft.”


      “Eek.”


      Lock him up!


      Fortunately, Baldy was there to knock him flying.


      Arata laughed at my allies’ antics. “Heh heh. Interesting friends you’ve got, Yuri. I wish my little brother would make some good friends like yours.”


      “Oh? You’ve got a little brother?”


      “Yeah. He’s a bit of a pessimist. Oh, I know. I should introduce him to BSO. Once he sees the way you overcome whatever gets thrown at you, he’s bound to lighten up.”


      Heh. Sounds good to me. Once he gets here, I’ll teach him to fight like a man.


      Arata finally broke into light particles while we were still talking. “By the way, Yuri, Pendragon’s in love with you for real.”


      “Uh... Hrrk?!” That was so ridiculous I almost started choking. In l-love?! With me?!


      “Me and her used to be close, but I chose Arisu in the end. Lately, I’ve got no time for Pendragon because I’m always working and saving for the wedding. I’ll bet she was bitter about it...”


      “Who cares about that?! What do you mean she’s in love?! You mean, like, romantic love?!”


      “Yeah.”


      No, no, no, no, no... Uh, hmmm... Well, she did leave the café in a good mood the last time we talked...


      I recalled our conversation. She’d said something about being beyond redemption and wanting to push any worthy opponent to their breaking point. I’d responded by grabbing her hand and saying something like, “Thank you for working so hard for me. I love despair, so I really like you.” She’d been close to tears with a certain sparkle in her eye. And then she’d kissed me on the forehead...


      “Whaaaat?! That made her fall for me?! I rizzed up Pendragon?!”


      “Sounds like you know what I’m talking about. Well, whether you accept her or turn her down, you’d better be ready for the consequences. She’s crazy when she’s serious about something.”


      “No kidding!”


      Oh crap... If Pendragon wants to seduce me, I wouldn’t put it past her to find my real life address and jump straight into bed with me! Then when my brother drops by with his fiancée to announce their marriage, I’ll have to counter with news of my own! I don’t wanna counterattack his marriage announcement!


      “Oh, but she does have a real pretty face... Hmm...”


      It all felt like an information bomb going off in my head.


      While I was trying to come to terms with a revelation I’d been better off not knowing, Arata was floating off to heaven like it wasn’t his problem. I glared up at him, furious...and then I noticed something.


      “You’d better brace yourself, Yuri,” Arata warned. “That’s pure love raining down on you.”


      Up in the sky over Starting Town, a swarm of massive spears was falling toward us like a meteor shower!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 96 — An Apocalyptic Sky


      “Wh-What’s going on?!”


      Shrieks filled the battlefield and ongoing fights came to a sudden stop as everyone trembled at the apocalyptic sky above.


      I’d learned about Blade Skill Online’s history from Merlin. According to him, the story went that Azathoth, a god from space from the Cthulhu mythos, had invaded the world of Norse mythology. The monsters overrunning the world were created using her space fantasy technology.


      This worked just fine. It was an unusual set up, but it wasn’t too out-there. There was nothing wrong with having a bit of sci-fi in the lore, and space-themed ideas were always cool. There was also a benefit to an out-of-world perspective: If the writer wanted to introduce some shiny new weapon that didn’t fit with a pure fantasy theme, they could say it was alien technology. So, I had no trouble accepting all the space stuff, but what I hadn’t realized was...


      “Space exists as an actual in-game area?! And Pendragon’s up there?!” I was yelling at a region beyond the clouds filled with massive spears falling from beyond the stratosphere.


      It had been a total blind spot for me. I’d often wondered how high up the sky went, but I’d never guessed players could travel so far away. It now made perfect sense that despite Pendragon’s flawless skin, beautiful face, and all-around attention-grabbing nature, she’d gone unseen this entire time. I had no idea how she’d gotten up there, but if she was in space, it at least explained why we hadn’t found her.


      “Ha. Ha ha... And the damage zone consuming the world isn’t a dome, it’s a vertical wall. If someone stood in the center of the world and headed straight up, they could stay there until the end of the event with no problem!”


      As everyone was running in every which way, I was quietly accepting defeat.


      Yeah, I’ve got to hand it to her. Strategically, we’re outdone. Her ideas were so much grander than ours. “That’s the first queen of the VR gaming world for you.”


      As someone with only about two months of experience in the virtual world, such strategies were beyond my imagination.


      It seemed Pendragon had been waiting until everyone, including her allies, would be trapped in the town where there’d be no escape from the despair sent our way.


      Man, she got us good. You win the contest of strategy, Pendragon. However! “This war isn’t over until it’s over! Shields!”


      Refusing to give up, I deployed seven of my most robust shields above my head. Then I used Shimmering Barrier, a defensive art, to strengthen them as much as my MP allowed. “Shimmering Barrier, Shimmering Barrier, Shimmering Barrier, Shimmering Barrier! It’s too late to run away now...so I’ll just have to hold my ground!”


      A huge, deadly spear meteor shower was coming at me from above. Atmospheric drag made the spears glow red hot, turning them into a scarlet rain that filled my vision.


      I continued strengthening my defenses every way I could until it was all just three seconds away from crushing me. “Now, to see whether I live or die! All I can do is count on my luck to save me!”


      But, before the fateful moment could arrive, just as I was bracing myself and breaking out in a cold sweat...two men appeared in front of me.


      “Don’t be stupid, Yuri. A guy with your luck can’t count on getting lucky. Count on us instead.”


      “Indeed. We lay down our lives for you.”


      Baldy and Zansword looked over their shoulders and smiled at me. With their fist and sword at the ready, they leaped at the approaching spears.


      “Y-You guys?!”


      This drastic action from my rival friends was the last thing I saw before the shock wave sent my body flying backward.


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “E-Emergency announcement! Emergency announcement! This is your moderator AI, Navi, here! I’ve been providing commentary on the livestream and to players in the losers’ area, but due to an unforeseen situation, I need to address players in the combat area as well!”


      There was nothing but clouds of ash and dust to be seen on the ground as Navi appeared overhead. There was no one looking back up at her. All that remained on the battlefield were the corpses of over a hundred thousand players who’d been fighting, all turning into particles of light.


      Navi’s panicked voice filled the air. “A moment ago, an attack from the Goddess side’s commander, Pendragon, killed many players all at once. We’re still tallying the kills, and there are tens of thousands of players being teleported out of the area all at once, so some lag might... Can anyone even hear me?! Don’t tell me everyone died?!” Tears formed in Navi’s eyes. “Is the event over?! Just like that?!”


      Pushing aside the rubble that covered me, I emerged and gave her the reply she was waiting for. “No. You’ve got one player alive here.”


      “Ohh? Is that you, Yuri?!” Navi was positively beaming.


      That’s odd... Why’s she so happy to see me alive? Wait, was Navi actually worried about me...?


      “Phew! Thank goodness for that! Now we can keep promoting BSO to viewers around the world! Ending it all so suddenly would’ve looked awful!”


      “Dammit!” So, it’s her precious promotion she’s worried about? I should’ve known. The devs’ AI dog doesn’t care about me, she cares about their bottom line! But I had bigger things on my mind than Navi. “Baldy, Zansword... Thanks to you two, I’m still standing.”


      I felt gratitude toward my fallen comrades. I had no doubt that I wouldn’t have survived the devastating attack without them. They’d absorbed the brunt of the force from the spears coming toward me, giving me a chance to survive, albeit in a tattered state.


      “Ugggh... Somebody help me...” A voice was coming from a mountain of rubble nearby.


      I began digging through the debris and soon uncovered my little crafter, Grim. When my eyes met hers, she hugged me tight while crying hard.


      “Waaaah! I was so scared, Demon Loooord! All the big spears came crashing down on me!”


      “There, there. Calm down, Grim. You’re fine now.”


      I brushed the dust from her hair as I patted her head. I was surprised she’d survived such a brutal attack.


      After shedding a few more tears, Grim held something out to me. She was showing me a pair of glasses with broken lenses.


      “These are...Françoise’s...” I said.


      “She protected me.”


      “I see.” I softly patted Grim’s head once more.


      It seemed her big sis had kept her alive through sheer determination. Now I had to fight for Françoise’s sake too. Winning the War of Annihilation was the only way to avenge her.


      “Hey, Navi. Are we the only ones left alive on the ground?”


      “Hmm...” Navi glanced over at a display window. It looked like she was checking the player numbers. “Oh! No, you’re not! There’s actually a hundred or so players left!”


      A hundred was no small amount, though considering there’d been 140,000 players remaining before the attack, it meant the survival rate was less than one percent.


      “You say a hundred, but what’s the split between the Demon Lord and Goddess sides?”


      “I c-can’t say because of the rules...” Navi looked uncomfortable, and her expression was telling me all I needed to know.


      Sure enough, a moment later, I found myself surrounded by players brandishing their weapons at me and Grim.


      “They’re all on the Goddess side? Guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”


      The Goddess side had always had tens of thousands more players. It was only natural that there’d be more of them left. And besides...


      “Your side had players like Arata who knew the attack was coming. They would’ve known to put up their defenses in advance.”


      “How very insightful of you, Yuri,” a girl from the Goddess side wearing a red hood said softly.


      It’s her again. Akahime was her name, right? That virtual idol I knocked flying a little while ago? She’d been surrounded by so many flunkies that I hadn’t been able to confirm her death.


      “It’s just as Arata predicted,” Akahime said. “Pendragon only told a few handpicked elite players about that ridiculous attack of hers.”


      “Makes sense. If she’d told everyone about it, word would leak to the other side.”


      Which means Akahime has to be something special in Pendragon’s eyes. But why would she choose an idol...? I thought for a moment then remembered Zansword’s fanboy speech.


      “That’s right. You used to play the original VRMMO, Darkness Soul Online, didn’t you? That’s how you know Pendragon.”


      “Oh, I’m surprised you know about that. Don’t tell me you’re one of my fans?”


      “No, but I know a samurai otaku who lost his job and ruined his life over his virtual idol obsession.”


      “People like that scare me!”


      Akahime was genuinely freaked out. Zansword was going to be heartbroken if he was watching. Or maybe not... He’d probably just go into full masochist mode.


      “Ahem... Yes, your weirdo friend was right. Pendragon’s an old friend of mine, and I wanted to promote myself via a trending game. And so, here I am, fighting in the event.”


      Akahime opened her arms wide, and then a crossbow appeared in each of her hands. “I’m not going to let you reach Pendragon’s location above the clouds. You have to die to me. It’ll be wonderful promotion! ☆” Despite her cute face, Akahime was oozing with bloodlust.


      Looks like Navi’s not alone. Do all girls just worry about their bottom line these days?


      “Sure. Let’s do it.” I glared at Akahime and the rest of the Goddess side’s elite. I know exactly how I’m getting to Pendragon. As soon as I get the minions out of the way, there’ll be nothing between their crazed commander and my fists.


      With that thought in mind, I readied my weapon, but then I was surprised to see a small figure step forward—Grim, the crafter who was like a little sister to me, trembled as she moved to shield me with her injured body. “Demon Lord, save all of your remaining energy for Pendragon. Leave everything here to me.”


      “But Grim... She’s...”


      Grim didn’t stand a chance, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I could feel her spirit and knew it was genuine.


      Grim stowed Françoise’s broken glasses away then materialized her giant hammer in both her hands. “It was my crafting rival...my precious sister, Françoise, who helped me survive. Now it’s my turn. I love you like I love her, and I want to die for you.”


      “Grim...”


      Close to a hundred enemies were glaring at Grim. She might have fought well in the chaotic free-for-all, but this was going to be a one-sided beating. I was used to taking on this many opponents at once, but I could only imagine how terrifying it was for someone who rarely set foot on the battlefield.


      Unable to conceal her fear, Grim continued to tremble. Akahime looked uncomfortable. “Come on, Yuri, the girl’s obviously frightened. Make her step back, would you? Beating up a lone player would be—”


      “In that case...” said a voice.


      “...what if there’s more than one player?” finished another.


      Suddenly, Grim gained allies to her left and right. Both looked badly beaten as they stepped out in front of me, but I recognized them instantly.


      “You guys! Wacko and Spearo!” They were two of the top players on the Demon Lord side. Didn’t I leave these two fighting Merlin...?


      “We won the fight,” Wacko explained. “Merlin’s last words were something about space.”


      Spearo told me the rest. “We weren’t sure what to do when we looked up and saw those massive spears coming at us, but it turned out we had just enough time to get ourselves to safety.”


      The pair grinned. Both were covered in wounds, but I was glad to my core to see them. I’d been mistaken to think Grim and I were the only Demon Lord side players left. And the surprises kept coming.


      “A fine battlefield this is, Yuri! You’d better let me join you!”


      A rain of arrows taking the forms of wyrms, phoenixes, and goblins rained down on the players of the Goddess side. I looked to the source of the loud laughter echoing across the battlefield and saw an excited old man in a tengu mask standing on a pile of rubble. “It’s you! The Tengu Hermit!”


      The Tengu Hermit stroked his beard. “Hello, Yuri. Looks like you’re on another rampage.”


      It was the NPC master I’d trained under to learn several powerful arts (with that training lasting all of twenty minutes). Much like in the previous event, there was a feature that let a player ask an NPC for help if they had the NPC’s approval rating near the maximum. But the thing was, I hadn’t used the feature.


      “Where’ve you been until now?!”


      “I’ve been lurking in the shadows and having a great time picking off enemies without being noticed!”


      “How devious!” The old man had me stunned. His whole thing had been like, “I hate myself for taking pleasure in violence, and that’s why I’m living a simple life of solitude in the mountains.” It seemed he’d gone back to his wicked ways after getting a kick out of a battle with me.


      “Can I leave things here to you, Master Tengu?”


      “Of course. Your nemesis is waiting, isn’t she? Then off you go. Don’t come back until only one of you’s left breathing.”


      “You got it!”


      With the Tengu Hermit and the Spearwack duo to aid her, I knew Grim was in safe hands.


      The Goddess side players weren’t sure what to make of an NPC master joining our cause.


      “Huh? Why’s a powerful NPC helping them...?”


      “I-It doesn’t matter! They’re down to a handful of players!”


      “This is the last of the Demon Lord Army! It’ll take more than this to hold us back!”


      Our enemies were starting to gain confidence, but then...


      “We’re not letting...”


      “...a bunch of mob characters like you...”


      “...lay a finger on our rival!”


      Three slashes flew at the enemy army! Blades wielded with high power, high speed, and high finesse flew at the Goddess side players. The sudden attacks caught the enemy off guard...and I was just as confused as they were, as the attacks hadn’t come from players on the Demon Lord side. “Y-You guys! Shiru! Korin! Kirika!” It was my rivals I’d defeated on the Goddess side! Holding ordinary blades instead of God Iron weapons, they formed a wall in front of me.


      “Yuri, we meet again,” Kirika said. “Perhaps your spy girl already told you, but there was a contest that gave defeated players a chance to respawn.”


      Wacko, having been killed by Kirika once before, trembled as Kirika’s gaze fell on her.


      Ah, she did say something about that. So that’s how these three came back. “But why are you helping me now?”


      “We’re not, Yuri!” Korin replied.


      “You’ve got it all wrong,” Shiru added.


      “We just didn’t like it on the Goddess side. Or more to the point, we didn’t like our commander, Pendragon!”


      “She sure kept quiet about that meteor strike! That woman used us like pawns from the very start!”


      Both of the girls were livid, and Kirika, standing beside them, was nodding in agreement.


      Oh, them too, huh? Makes sense that they’d be mad.


      But then another voice interjected. “There was more to it than that, wasn’t there?”


      “Arisu! You’re back too!”


      “Good day, Yuri. Yes, I’ve respawned.”


      Beside me stood Wrathful Queen Arisu. Despite looking even younger than Grim, she was a talented fighter who’d killed scores of Demon Lord side players.


      “While we were together in the loser’s area, I realized how much these three love you,” Arisu said with a cute smile. “They were complaining about losing to you, but at the same time, they kept saying things like ‘Yuri always aims higher than anyone else’ and ‘I hope we get to fight alongside Yuri next time.’”


      “Hey! Shut up!” all three of them cried while turning red.


      These guys are so cute.


      It couldn’t have been a lack of skill that made Pendragon keep all three in the dark. More likely, it was because they all hated losing. They’d each entered the event wanting to be the one to take me down—they’d never have agreed to a strategy that involved dying and giving up their prey to someone else.


      “Ha ha. And I feel the same, by the way,” Arisu clarified. “Arata seems to have taken a liking to you too. But that’s enough talk...” Magic circles formed around Arisu and floated into the air. Kirika’s blade shimmered, coated by waves of mana. Shiru and Korin joined hands and unleashed a burst of raw fighting spirit.


      Now that a number of top players had switched sides, the elite of the Goddess side were losing their confidence.


      “Thanks, everyone.” I really love you all.


      Filled with pride, I turned away from everyone and said a final few words to Grim. “I’m gonna go crush the enemy commander. Grim, I’ll leave it to you and the others to wipe out everyone on the ground!”


      “Y-Yes, Demon Lord! As your loyal vassal, I promise to slaughter them all!” Grim raised her hammer high. Likewise, her allies brandished their own weapons menacingly at the enemy.


      They were the best friends anyone could ask for. Thanks to them, all my remaining willpower, and the last resort I’d been saving, could both be spent on my fight with Pendragon.


      “Now it’s time I go into space!”


      I looked to the sky and began running toward the symbol of the enemy army—the Goddess’s Spirit Tree, Yggdrasill.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 97 — To the Highest Heaven


      “Let’s go, Wolfster,” I called out to my familiar.


      “Awooon!”


      Once I was on his back, we charged through Starting Town. It was a barely recognizable ruin, its streets smashed and burned in the fighting, and its buildings all reduced to rubble. But it was all still familiar to me.


      “Ha ha. I’ve had some good times here!” I smiled at the passing scenery as it brought vivid memories to the fore of my mind.


      “That’s the alleyway where I played tag with Kirika. And that’s the run-down hut that used to be Grim’s.”


      I felt an attachment to everything. Despite fighting nonstop, I’d somehow found time to make memories with so many people. “There’s the training area where I fought with Korin and Shiru. And that’s the plaza where I watched the War of Annihilation opening event with Zansword. He wouldn’t let go of my hand the whole time.”


      I was looking into my past as I continued moving forward. I’d made good friends in this town, this world—this game. Every encounter had taught me never to give up in the face of misfortune.


      “Oh, that pile of wreckage is probably Françoise’s store where I first bought new gear. And that fountain must be where I met Baldy for the first time.” I felt blessed to have such great friends as I passed the spot where everything had begun.


      I was almost at the Goddess Spirit Tree, Yggdrasill. Up ahead, its thick roots were projecting up like a wall. Time to get in the zone. I have to show everyone watching my fight what Demon Lord Yuri’s capable of. If there was anyone feeling down the way I used to, I’d light a fire in their heart—a blaze fueled by the determination everyone’s instilled in me!


      “Let’s go, Wolfster. Run straight into Yggdrasill!”


      “Awwoooon!”


      Suddenly, everything in my vision became a fast-moving blur. Now that Wolf King was a top-class monster, a mad dash from him was enough to bring me to the Goddess Spirit Tree in an instant.


      Just as we were about to crash into the roots, I leaped from Wolfster’s back and called out to Chirpster in midair. “Wolfster, stand down! You’re up next, Chirpster!”


      “Pikwaawk!”


      I landed on his back, and then we flew straight upward ten meters, right up to the limit imposed on flying monsters.


      “And finally, you’re up, Gobster!”


      “Gob gobuuh!”


      Just as I reached peak altitude, I withdrew Chirpster and had Gobster appear in his place in midair. Gobster knew exactly what to do once I was standing on his massive hand. He drew back his arm like a shot putter.


      “Gobuuuuh!”


      In a show of his power, he threw me high into the air! The commendable effort from my boss monster sent me almost a hundred meters above ground level.


      At this point, I left the movement of my legs all up to the monster possessing my boots. “The rest is up to you, Mor! Take it from here!”


      “Hrrr!”


      Just before we could start falling, Mor guided my feet into the tree’s bark. Drawing on experience from the time he’d scaled the Gigantic Dragonplant, he found small footholds where the surface was uneven and used them to propel us upward.


      “I’m coming for you, Pendragon!” As we broke through the clouds, I got a clear view of what lay beyond the stratosphere.


      If all my fighting had taught me anything, it was that VR games gave players freedom. With the right stats and skills, anything was possible. Tune the numbers right, and a little determination was enough to make everything happen.


      I’ll bet Pendragon ran up into the sky just like this, I thought to myself as we leaped between branches as dense as any forest.


      But while I had to rely on Mor to boost my stats and movement tech, Pendragon had completed the journey into space purely by her own power. Even she must have felt a little nervous. A single misstep would have sent her plummeting to the ground with no hope of rescue. It would have been the worst possible outcome—the event unfolding while she played no part. But she’d pushed past her fears and headed for an arena in the sky, setting the stage for the best possible showdown. Now it’s up to me to meet her expectations!


      “Hrrrr!”


      “Oh, we’re finally at the top.”


      Mor had done his job well, carrying me thousands of meters into the air by running vertically up the tree. With a final burst of speed, he brought us to the very top. I caught a glimpse of Starting Town in a gap between clouds below. It looked tiny.


      “Thanks, Mor,” I told my accomplice in my boots. “Since everything but my luck sucks, I need you to be my legs. I couldn’t have gotten this far without you.” If we’d never met, just traveling to areas where I could hunt monsters would’ve been a struggle.


      “Puffster Squad, you’re up next. I’ll need your help.”


      “Currsss!”


      Cute creatures appeared all around me—eleven weapons, each with self-awareness. These were the precious underlings who’d supported me since the early days.


      Among them was the bow possessed by Puff 11. I grabbed it in one hand and then grabbed the arrow possessed by Puffster in my other hand. “Counting on you Puffster. Wyrm Strike!” I fired him straight up into the air.


      Through the power of the art, Puffster transformed into a rising wyrm, flying upward toward the upper limits of the sky.


      “And now to boost Puff 2’s agility with Speed Burst! And then Snake Bite Strike!” I quickly nocked the arrow containing the second eldest of the Puffs and fired it at Puffster’s tail.


      “Currss!” After transforming into a large snake in midair, Puff 2 accelerated until he caught up to his older brother and bit into his tail.


      “Now, let’s go!” Thus, my body was carried high into the air.


      Tenma School’s Snake Bite Strike was a versatile skill. The launched arrow would stay connected to my bow while its aura transformed into a snake. It was originally intended as a means of pulling an enemy closer, but it could just as easily work like a rope and pull me upward. Used like this, it gave me a means of pseudo flight.


      Even the sea of clouds disappeared from view as I broke into the stratosphere.


      “C-Currss...!” It sounded like Puffster was struggling. Wyrm Strike was an advanced technique that gave an arrow the aura of a wormlike dragon, but it had limited flight distance. On top of that, Puffster was still a familiar, despite being an arrow. Ever since BSO’s first update, familiars could never fly farther upward than ten meters at a time. Once he reached that limit, he would simply drop out of the air. Puffster was about to run into both his flight distance limit and his altitude limit, so unless I did something, I’d simply go plummeting back down to earth.


      Puffster was panicking. “Currsscurrss!” Sorry, boss. I’m all outta steam here!


      I grinned at my cute familiar. “Don’t you worry, Puffster. I’ve got a plan. Just believe in your brothers.”


      I took Puff 3 in my empty hand and aimed him straight toward the ground. At the same time, I used Weapon Barricade to deploy the remaining seven members of the Puffster squad around me with their blades pointed downward. Then... “Let’s do this! Tenma School secret art, Phoenix Strike!”


      “Currrssss!” shrieked multiple voices.


      A moment later, they became massive fiery birds shooting downward. It was just like the fall of Icarus, except that the Puffster squad didn’t plunge downward into despair as the flames consumed them. No, their fall from heaven was carrying me to the lofty battlefield that awaited.


      “Roooooh!”


      As the hot blast wave hit me, I accelerated upward toward space. Having transformed into phoenixes, my underlings worked like thrusters. The propulsion generated as their superheated bodies fell was pushing me up beyond the stratosphere.


      Aiming for the sea of stars twinkling above, I blasted upward and broke free of the atmosphere...and finally, I saw her.


      “Hey, Pendragon. I’ve come to play.”


      “Hi, Yuri. Glad you’re here.”


      With nothing but blue sky below our feet, we casually greeted each other.


      The bonds of friendship in my heart had carried me to my showdown with Pendragon, Goddess of Dawn!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 98 — The Final Showdown: Versus Pendragon, Goddess of Dawn


      “You really kept me waiting, Yuri. You really did.”


      Though she’d found refuge high above the Earth, Pendragon hadn’t gotten here unscathed. She was covered in burn marks, and her beautiful white armor was dotted with black soot.


      “Judging by the sight of you... Don’t tell me...”


      “Yes. Unlike you, I don’t have any familiars to carry me. I had to use these.” Pendragon pulled several swords out of another dimension, each oozing with a blackish red aura that screamed danger.


      I’d seen many such weapons before. “Exploding weapons. So that’s what you used as boosters. Hey, that’s the same method I used to get up to the Tengu Hermit.”


      “That’s right,” Pendragon said with an impish smile. “I checked up on all the different methods my beloved Yuri was using. Hope you don’t mind that I stole a few.” As she floated leisurely through space, she touched a piece of stardust floating above the stratosphere. “You’ve got a good sense for these things, Yuri. Your choice of crafter as a secondary class was particularly inspired. That’s another thing I copied.”


      “Huh? You’re a battle crafter too?”


      Pendragon shook her head. At the same time, she touched a particularly large piece of stardust. Then a devious smile formed on her face. “No, I chose craftmaster! The orthodox evolution of crafter, never intended to be useful in battle!”


      An instant later, the stardust she’d touched changed shape. First, it gained a white coating of mana, then it transformed from a large rock into a massive spear. Pendragon delivered a kick to the base of the spear, and with no gravity or air resistance to slow it down, all that force was sent flying straight at me!


      My instinct was to leap aside, but there was nothing under my feet. “If I have to move in space... Oh, I know!” A translucent force field formed beneath me, giving me the footing I needed to jump clear. It was the special movement art known as Void Kick I’d used while fighting Arisu. It normally worked like a double jump, but it was going to have all kinds of uses here in space.


      “You caught me off guard with that one. So, the spears you dropped on us from space were actually chunks of space debris you’d transformed?”


      “You’re quite right. The orthodox evolution of crafter, craftmaster, grants the ability to rapidly create items you’ve crafted at least once before. I thought it might be useful for attacking the Earth.”


      “What a thing to think of...”


      For most people, their first thought would be to make a bunch of stuff to sell. Only someone like Pendragon would see it and think, “Oh great, now I can create a shower of spear meteors in space.” She scared me.


      “Ha ha... It shows that you’ve been playing VR games since the old days. You sure know how to think big.”


      “Ugh. Can we not use the word ‘old’? You’re reminding me of my age... Anyway, this region behaves like space. So any second now...”


      “Huh?”


      Pendragon’s vague remark filled me with a sense of dread. Right on cue, a message appeared in front of me.




      You have spent more than a minute in an oxygen-free zone!


      You will take 1 HP of damage per second until you return to an oxygen-filled zone!




      Skill active! Relentless! Survived with 1 HP after taking fatal damage!


      Skill active! Relentless! Survived with 1 HP after taking fatal damage!


      Skill active! Relentless! Survived with 1 HP after taking fatal damage!


      Skill active! Relentless...




      “Urk?! You take damage out here?!”


      It wasn’t totally unexpected, but this was a problem. The game was going easy on us by not having us simply suffocate, but 1 HP was all I had. For me, this was the same as dying constantly. If I hadn’t poured every point into my luck stat while climbing to almost level 100, I would’ve died in no time when my survival skill failed to activate.


      “So, Pendragon... How exactly did you survive for over two hours in an oxygen-free zone?”


      “Ha. I’ve been chugging healing potions, obviously.”


      “Why do you look so proud of yourself?” That’s so basic that it’s surreal. The attack from space stuff took me by surprise, but downing potions is the least imaginative way to survive up here. Then again...I’m not sure anyone but Pendragon would decide to spend the entire event alone and drinking healing potions while everyone else is having fun. I tried to picture it. Uhh...


      “Yuri, please. What’s with the look of pity? Got something to say?”


      “No, nothing. I’m just thinking you’re not like an in-game boss. You’re just a highly experienced player.”


      I couldn’t help but laugh as she glared at me. On my first meeting with Pendragon, I’d thought she had a screw loose. She was always using extreme violence with a slight smile on her face. She’d seemed like she was the embodiment of a vicious dragon...but I’d had her all wrong.


      “You always look cool, but you can be kinda dumb at times. And you might come off like an aloof genius, but I can tell you worry about things, like when you shared your feelings with me in the café. All things considered, you’re surprisingly normal.”


      “Me...? Normal?”


      I agreed without hesitating. “Yep.”


      That’s the strange thing about online games. People who just look like mindlessly violent game characters actually have a living, breathing human being inside. Sometimes it can come as a surprise when you catch a glimpse of an incredibly normal personality...and after standing up to Pendragon for long, I’d learned that for all her threats and her acts of violence, that was a very human side to her.


      “I saw the big look of relief on your face the moment I got here, Pendragon. It wasn’t the face of a final boss. You looked more like a kidnapped princess about to be saved by her knight in shining armor.”


      “A p-princess?!”


      “Don’t get embarrassed... You were worried, right? Going into space and launching a meteor was a great plan, but what if it killed me? And even if I survived, how would I reach the zone you’re in? And you worried that at any moment my spirit might break like all the others.”


      “I just...”


      “But I’m different,” I said boldly. I wasn’t going to let those pointless worries consume her any longer. “I’m invincible. I’m the all-powerful Yuri. No matter how cunning you are, no matter how meticulous you are, no matter how merciless, malicious, violent, or beautiful you are, I’ll never run from you.”


      “Ngh!”


      “So give me all you’ve got. I’m ready to take it all.”


      “Nghh?!” Pendragon responded by putting both hands to her mouth and trembling. “Y-Yuri! Just how happy are you trying to make me?!”


      “Ha. All I’m saying is that I won’t lose to you. Now how about we fight?”


      “Yes!”


      Just as we were about to face each other, a massive monitor appeared in space and surprised us with the sounds of loud cheering.


      “What’s this...?”


      “The event has reached a final showdown! This is Navi, coming at you from the losers zone!” The image of Navi’s small face filled the entire screen. It turned out this was her doing. “Come on, everyone! Let’s cheer these two on!”


      Navi stepped aside to reveal hundreds of thousands of players watching!


      “Don’t let her beat you, Yuri!”


      “Go get her! You’re invincible!”


      “Demon Lord, avenge my death!”


      “And ours too!”


      “Roh roh roh roh!”


      “Go give her what for!”


      Everyone’s voices echoed through space. Baldy, Zansword, and many others, some familiar some not, were all cheering me on. And not just me...


      “You can do it, Pendragon!”


      “Show her who’s the real last boss!”


      “I believe in you, Pendragon! Crush her with all you’ve got!”


      “We couldn’t defeat Yuri, but we know you will.”


      “Show us how it’s done!”


      Pendragon’s supporters were just as enthusiastic. Arisu, Kirika, and others were cheering for their once-unchallenged queen. Everyone was pouring their passion into this battlefield for just the two of us!


      “Well, now I can’t let myself lose!”


      “Yes... I feel the same way!”


      We smiled from our hearts.


      I never thought I could be so happy. I get to go up against my strongest enemy with all these people blessing me. I’m so glad I found this game. I’m so glad I met everyone!


      “By the way, the only players remaining are Yuri and Lady Pendragon!” Navi informed us. “The battle on the ground was intense. In the end, Grim pulled out a ton of exploding weapons and went self-destruct-mode on the Goddess side’s players. It’s so sad that Yuri’s influence made an innocent young girl’s mind—”


      “Navi! What happened to her mind exactly?! You’re about to say she turned into a hero just like me, right?!” Damn that rude AI! She might be the first thing I met after starting the game, but I just can’t stand her! Next chance I get, those cheeks of hers are getting a good pulling! “I can’t believe that pip-squeak fairy...!”


      “Ha ha ha ha,” Pendragon laughed. “Looks like this truly is the final showdown. Well, Yuri, think you’ve got a chance of winning?”


      Pendragon drew her white blade. She was almost in peak condition. Her armor might have been a little damaged, but that was only because of how she’d gotten up here. She still had all of her powerful skills and arts, including those with usage limits. She wasn’t low on energy either.


      I, on the other hand, was a mess. I was constantly taking fatal environmental damage, and my fatigue had been building up the whole time that I’d been fighting on the ground. My most powerful familiars were all dead too. But still...


      “Don’t underestimate me, Pendragon. I saved something special just for you.”


      I spread my arms wide like someone on a cross. Then I took a sword in my right hand while clenching my left into a tight fist.


      This is the moment I’ve been waiting for. Here goes! “Ultimate skills, dual activate! Fearless Sword Frenzy! Iron-Fisted Rakshasa!”


      Fighting spirit exuded from deep within me, stained with two different colors. Blue aura emanated from the sword in my right hand while red aura spilled from my clenched left fist, both flickering like enchanted flames.


      “Y-Yuri... No way...!” Pendragon looked at my transformation with wide eyes.


      “Yeah. These are the two cards I saved for the fight with you.”


      I’d been saving Fearless Sword Frenzy and Iron-Fisted Rakshasa the whole time.


      A few days prior, after being unable to decide what my third and final limited skill should be, these were the two recommendations I’d gotten from Zansword and Baldy. In the end, I’d decided to unequip Demonic Leadership—a skill that shared my experience points with my monsters even when they weren’t involved in the fight—leaving space for two new skills.


      “The effects are the same as the Perfected Sword and Perfected Fist skills used by fighters and brawlers. For every attack with my blade or fist, I’ll recover MP. And there’s more...”


      “Huh?!” Pendragon was astounded once again. Her gold eyes fell on my wings, one of which was blue, the other red, pure manifestations of my fighting spirit pouring from my body with explosive force.


      “When the user’s down to 1 HP, both skills go into awakened mode. Instead of recovering a little MP, they restore my MP to the maximum!”


      My MP was effectively infinite, since the slightest scratch on my opponent would restore it to full. The more I attacked, the more I could follow up with more attacks. Even if an opponent put me on the defensive and tried to overwhelm me with attacks, I just had to block with God-Killing Fist to get max MP again, and then I’d be ready to counterattack at full power.


      “Well, Pendragon? Am I unworthy of being your final opponent?”


      “N-Not at all! You’re more than worthy, Demon Lord Yuri!”


      I kicked empty air, sending myself flying toward Pendragon. And just like that, our great battle—the event’s finale—finally began.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 99 — The Song of the Finale


      “Roooooooh!” Pendragon and I roared as we clashed within the seemingly endless void of space.


      I was throwing everything I had at her right from the get-go, attacking the queen of old with a full array of weapons deployed around me.


      “Advanced arts activate! Lion Lord Greatswordsmanship, Severing Lion’s Roar! Wolf Lord Swordsmanship, Wolf Lord Rapid Strike! Rhinoceros Lord Spearmanship, Rhinoceros Lord Fuji Thrust!” My inflated MP reserves allowed me to pull off devastating combos. Switching from weapon to weapon, I pummelled Pendragon with a diverse array of special arts! “And I’ve got more! Naraka mantra, Scythe of Reckoning! Asura mantra, Demon Slaying Blade!”


      “Nnnggh?!” Pendragon successfully fended off every attack with her sword. Still, my flurry of special attacks had her under pressure, and the tips of my blades occasionally grazed her skin, refilling my MP and sending mana coursing through my body.


      “Let’s pick up the pace!” I was on the offensive, wholly and utterly.


      When a sweep of my greatsword knocked her back, I took the opportunity to draw multiple arrows in my bow. At the same time, I deployed the Puff-possessed weapons around me and had them clone themselves. Now, my preparations were complete. “Eat this! Art activate! Wyrm Strike times thirty!” I materialized an army of mana wyrms!


      “Gaaaaah!!!”


      Now a flight of dragons, my weapons tore through space to strike down the queen. Each impact was powerful enough to slaughter scores of ordinary players at a time—I was certain there was no way she’d endure it. And yet...


      “I’m not beaten! Combined advanced skills activate! Perfected Sword! Ecstasy of Asura!” Fighting spirit erupted from her body as she chanted the pair of special abilities, two sword-focused powers I’d seen Zansword and Kirika use before. And then, she capped it off with one of her special powers... “Trade-off enhancement skill activate! End Bringer Blade!”


      In a flurry of slashes, she cut through my wyrm army in an instant, her fighting spirit reaching a fever pitch. A beat later, the shock wave produced by her sword spread out in all directions like an explosive blast, extinguishing several small stars at once.


      “Ngh. Where’d all that firepower come from? Was it that skill you just used?”


      “That’s right. End Bringer Blade consumes ten percent of my HP and MP per second while giving a tenfold boost to my sword’s attack power. When I combine it with Perfected Sword and Asura’s Ecstasy to recover HP and MP...”


      “...you can keep the effect going forever.” Ha. Interesting. This is getting me excited. I assumed a new combat stance, gathered my strength in leg, and kicked the empty air to send myself flying toward her once again. “In that case!”


      “Time for round two!”


      We yelled as we clashed for a second time, sparks erupting from our colliding blades and giving a dash of color to the dark battlefield.


      “Dieeeee!!!” we both roared.


      From that point on, the fight became a true struggle for survival. We danced across the expanse of space like shooting stars, exchanging an endless barrage of special attacks. One strike, ten slashes, a hundred parries, a thousand jabs... In a single instant, all of our most powerful moves collided and we pushed each other to our limits.


      “Pendragon!”


      “Yuriiii!”


      We were smiling, yelling, and pouring all of our energy into every attack.


      I unleashed every advanced art I’d learned from NPC masters. I called upon an army of all the chimeras made from my rarest items. I launched all my exploding weapons, threw all my powerful familiars at her, and showed Pendragon every trick I’d learned so far!


      “The past few months have been really fun! I’m so happy I found Blade Skill Online! So let me hit you with absolutely everything I’ve got, Pendragon—with everything I’ve learned from every rival and ally I’ve met!”


      “Sure! But you’d better be ready for what I’ve got! I spent years without a friend I could call my equal, and when I finally did find a manly brute, it turned out they already belonged to someone else! I’ve honed my powers like only a woman suffering in solitude can!”


      She brandished her blade of light in all directions, cutting through every kind of attack I tried. She was the absolute pinnacle—the strongest player there could be. After years spent dominating virtual worlds with superhuman powers, her skills had transcended humanity. But I wouldn’t be outdone!


      “It’s time you gave up!” Pendragon yelled.


      “Right back at you!” I knocked away her godly quick blade sweep with God-Killing Fist.


      Pendragon really was my ultimate opponent. All of my attacks were useless against her, but at the same time, I could defend against everything she threw at me. We were in a perfect deadlock, colliding and repelling each other endlessly, each incapable of killing the other.


      “Ah ha! Ah ha ha ha ha! This is fun! I wish this battle would never end!”


      “I feel you, Pendragon. Unfortunately, I can’t fight with you forever.”


      I glanced upward and saw the huge screen displaying my many rivals—they had fire in their eyes. Their gazes were enough to communicate their feelings to me.


      “Everyone’s itching for an intense fight like ours. I’ve gotta finish up here then take them all on next.”


      “So kind, as ever... But you needn’t worry. Once I’ve brought you to your knees, I’ll crush them all on your behalf. From now on, you’re my rival and mine alone, Nitta.”


      “Huh?! M-My surname...? D-Don’t tell me you tracked me down in real life?!”


      “Oh ho ho ho. Who can say?”


      Whaaat?! This queen knows no bounds! If I lose here, she might make me hers for real!


      “Haah...” I sighed. “That’s fine. It’s not like I’m gonna lose either way.”


      “Perhaps you should spend your energy attacking instead of talking.”


      “Yeah, you too. I can tell you’re tired.”


      With that, Pendragon smiled and fell quiet. And she wasn’t the only one—I was so exhausted I felt I might pass out. But I couldn’t let anyone see it. As long as everyone was watching us, Pendragon and I both had to draw on all our remaining energy and live up to our reputations as the game’s strongest players until the very end.


      “I’ve got just one trick left,” I said. “Grim gave me a piece of equipment that contains an art from another world. It’s time I used it!”


      Dark flames rose from my dress. At the same time, white light began to pour from Pendragon’s armor.


      “Y-You’ve got the same...” I stammered.


      “Oh ho ho. What a coincidence, Yuri.”


      She had the same trick up her sleeve this whole time...? Actually, considering the art comes from the crafting item I got after winning my first fight with her, I shouldn’t be so surprised.


      “You sure that’s a good idea, Pendragon? You’ll need to say the incantation before you can trigger that art. If I hit you mid incantation, you’re finished. You really think I’ll let you say it?”


      “I was about to ask you the same question. But go on. Speak the words. Your tongue will be the first thing I cut off!”


      “Let’s see you try!”


      We entered into another series of violent clashes! As steel met steel, we each began to chant spells with the power to end everything.


      “Flames of hell that consume all in darkness, your time has come.”


      “Light of salvation that bathes all in your radiance, your time has come.”


      For a brief moment, light and darkness were in perfect harmony. With a song of bloodlust and fighting spirit on our lips, our battle was finally reaching its end!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 100 — It All Comes Down to This


      Channeling all my emotions into my weapon, I crossed blades with the rival before me! “Reside in my hands henceforth. I am become the wielder of destruction, the demon who sows death!” A flurry of punches and a slew of launched weapons accompanied my blade, all assaulting Pendragon without cease...but she didn’t flinch, her white blade dancing before me without rest.


      “Reside in my hands henceforth. I am become the wielder of salvation, the princess of war who slays demons!” She wielded her sword with flawless finesse, slicing apart all my means of attack. Then she thrust at my spine, and I had to react fast, rendering it harmless with a punch.


      I gave her a look that said Not bad! She looked back at me as if to say Not so bad yourself!


      An elaborate series of attacks and counterattacks played out at a rapid pace as we continued reciting our incantations of destruction. Evil flames and holy light gushed from our bodies as a devastating spell from the world’s oldest VRMMORPG, Darkness Soul Online, was crossing the boundaries of space and time to take form here and now.


      We both spoke the penultimate line of our incantations simultaneously: “Primordial power, take form! May your cry of destruction be heard throughout the beyond realm!” And then...


      “Incantation of power activate! Hellfire Unleashed, Rakshasa of Purgatory!”


      “Incantation of power activate! Holy Light Unleashed, Domination of Heaven and Earth!”


      An instant later, a burst of incredible power came from each of our weapons. My weapons went from dark to pure black, while the halo around Pendragon’s sword became a flood of brilliant white. My cleansing flames and her purifying light surged to their utmost limits until they collided, consuming each other and entwining to meld into a chaotic flash of color that dyed the dark void of space.


      “With Hellfire Unleashed, Rakshasa of Purgatory, I gain the plasma cut ability, massively increasing the power of my attacks!”


      “With Holy Light Unleashed, Domination of Heaven and Earth, I gain the illumination ability, increasing my attack power and mobility... Not that this is the first time you’ve seen me use it.”


      “Yeah.” When I’d forced her to retreat on the snowy field, she’d used some mysterious power that made her vanish in a flash of light. Now I had an explanation.
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      “You’ll never survive this, Yuri. With this burning light accelerating my sword techniques, my blade moves far faster than human reflexes can handle.”


      Pendragon held the grip of her blade at her waist with the tip of the blade pointed between my eyes. It was a basic sword fighting stance that would allow her to strike powerfully and quickly. My guess was that she planned to cut me down with a single rapid swing.


      “Ha. Suits me just fine.”


      My stance was the same as ever. With a sword in one hand and the other clenched in a tight fist, I stared at her with weapons of various types floating around me. It clearly wasn’t a proper fighting stance, but it was my stance. In all my time playing with my abysmal stats, useless class, and garbage weapon, I’d seized on every advantage I could find, and this was the fighting style that had resulted.


      “Let’s do this, Pendragon. Prepare to be cut down by this world’s strongest hero, Yuri!”


      “Ha. Don’t be ridiculous. You look less like a hero and more like a final boss!”


      We pushed off from empty space and began our final clash! “Rooooh!”


      Pendragon was the first to swing her blade. Using the energy emitted from her sword like a thruster, she closed the distance all at once. By the time I’d realized, she was already swinging down at my shoulder, moving with divine speed like she’d become light itself. It was just as she’d said: I had no time to react. However...


      “I don’t think so!”


      “Huh?!”


      Just before her swing hit me, I blocked it with the blade I was holding. I hadn’t reacted—I’d simply assumed she’d use an attack I couldn’t counter and moved my weapon into position like a shield to block it in advance. After all, I’d known Pendragon was a woman of her word. When she’d said, “With this burning light accelerating my sword techniques, my blade moves far faster than human reflexes can handle,” I’d known it was no exaggeration.


      As the sound of steel slamming against steel filled all of space, I shifted from defense to counterattack by ordering the weapons around me to pierce my enemy. However...


      “You haven’t stopped me!”


      For a moment we went hilt-to-hilt, and then her blade pushed mine back. I’d hoped the knockback from Demon Lord Shock Wave would work in my favor, but with Pendragon enhanced by skills and spells, she overpowered it. That left me relying on my innate strength, which was still zero. Once my knockback was canceled out, I couldn’t hold my ground.


      Before my rush of weapons could overpower her, I felt the blade cut into my shoulder as I tried to hold it back.


      “Now it’s over! From now on, you’re mine, Yuri!”


      At last, her sword’s light reached me, its energy and the sharp edge of her blade cutting through my skin and threatening to cleave my body in two. I’d be dead in another tenth of a second. My thoughts accelerated. My torso was about to split across my abdomen. The pain was intense. The cheering from my supporters—now it was screaming. I was finally about to meet defeat. Despair threatened to swallow me up...and I was grinning triumphantly.


      Finally, we’re so close that we’re literally butting heads! This is what I’ve been waiting for!


      Everything had fallen into place. In the last moment before defeat, I hit Pendragon with my actual last resort by spitting the item hidden in my mouth right at her!


      “Ngh?!”


      The item hit her in her right eye. It was my treasure—a piece of equipment I’d been wearing all this time! “That was the ring Baldy gave me!”


      Scoring a direct hit on her meant that Demon Lord Shock Wave activated. I hadn’t landed a powerful blow, but it took the momentum out of Pendragon’s attack, slowing her down just enough.


      “Currrssss!”


      “Guuuh?!”


      Weapons possessed by the Puffster squad skewered her before she could cut me half!


      When I followed up with a punch, Pendragon was knocked flying. I’d sent her hurtling toward our home planet—the world of Blade Skill Online. Here in space, there was nothing to slow her descent as she fell captive to gravity.


      “I’m not...done!” Pendragon began to burn up as she hit the atmosphere. But even then, she continued to yell “It’s not over” and “I haven’t given up” as she fired beams of light from her sword and struggled against the planet’s gravity. “I’m not...finished...!”


      She roared like a dragon, but those roars soon turned to sobs. “I...can’t...lose...now... I’ll be just like all your other rivals! I’ve finally found someone perfect, but you’re just going to forget me and—”


      “Not a chance.”


      Her eyes widened as I used the Flash art to appear in front of her. My body began to burn up just like hers. Together we were falling stars.


      “Wh-What are you doing?! You would’ve won!”


      “Don’t be stupid. You think I’m gonna let gravity deal the final blow? This fight’s between you and me.”


      “B-But...”


      The queen searched for the right words, but I put my finger to her lips and pressed down softly before she could find them.


      “Mgh?! Wh-What?!” Her face colored rapidly.


      “Would you shut up? I’m never gonna forget about you.”


      In my eyes, anyone who came at me with all they had was my greatest rival. Those were the rivals who stood out from the others—people who wouldn’t let me hold back even slightly. I would do anything to kill them, each and every one of them, even if it meant punching them into the stratosphere.


      “I’ll always be ready to take you on,” I said with a smile. “So come at me again any time, Pendragon! I’ll chase you into space and kill you all over again!”


      Pendragon looked stunned for a moment, and then she finally burst out laughing. Her laughter echoed through the sky as we plummeted toward the ground. “Bwah ha! Bwah ha ha ha! Chase me to space and kill me, will you? You really are the best, Yuri... You shouldn’t be making a single woman this happy!”


      “Only problem is I gotta fight with a bunch of other people too. If you don’t wanna wait in line, you’ll have to massacre ’em all before you come face me.”


      “I think I’ll do exactly that.”


      A moment later, we heard screams from the massive monitor floating in space. My would-be rivals weren’t thrilled to hear that the woman known for throwing spears from space would be hunting them down. Good luck, guys. Ha ha ha.


      “It’s time, Yuri.”


      “Yeah.” I opened one hand then materialized a single arrow. It was the starting weapon that had helped me get this far—a hazy black arrow possessed by Puffster. I raised it high and said, “Until next time, Pendragon!”


      With a broad smile, I plunged the arrow into her chest, dealing the finishing blow.




      The Goddess side’s commander, Pendragon, has died. The Goddess side’s players have all been eliminated!


      Survivor count: 1. Survivors: The Demon Lord side’s commander, Yuri.


      The Demon Lord side is victorious!




      The message was accompanied by fanfare playing throughout the entire world.


      “I did it, everyone!”


      The War of Annihilation had reached its grand conclusion! I plummeted back down to earth as my allies cheered and my enemies applauded.

    

  

  
    
      Final Chapter — Blade Skill Online: Crushing the Competition with My Abysmal Stats, Useless Class, and Garbage Weapon!


      “There you are, Yuri! Let’s fight!!!”


      “All right! Come at me!”


      Things had been hectic ever since the War of Annihilation ended a week ago. With a ton of players wanting to fight the second I logged in, I’d been spending every day in constant battle.


      “Skill activate! Weapon Barricade! Art activate! Wyrm Strike! Ora ora ora ora!”


      “Argh?!”


      Today was another fun day spent knocking rivals flying.


      Ever since my victory, hundreds of thousands of people who’d watched the event came flooding into the game crying, “We wanna rampage too! And we wanna try fighting Yuri!” The result was a daily festival of battle. Day after day, challengers from all different countries and games sought me out to engage me in intense combat. The servers had come close to crashing at one point from all the action.


      “Heh heh heh. You’re lively as always, Yuri.”


      “Arrrgh?!” A moment later, a dozen or so players were all sliced apart simultaneously. They screamed as their bodies were reduced to chunks of meat scattered through the air.


      I recognized both the voice and the swordplay. The culprit could only be... “Eek! It’s you, Pendragon!”


      “Oh, don’t be like that. It’s a little mean to greet me with ‘eek,’ isn’t it?” Pendragon grimaced, but when I looked into her eyes, I could tell she was utterly fixated on me. “What’s got you so afraid of me? Now that I’ve—through sheer coincidence—taken up a job as a teacher at your school, I’m always ready to hear you out.”


      “That’s exactly what scares me! How’d you pull that one off?!”


      When she’d shown up at my school just a few days after our showdown, I’d wanted to scream. I’d recognized her instantly because she looked almost exactly like her in-game character. Everyone at school got excited whenever they saw us together (especially the boys), and I didn’t like it at all.


      “Do you really have to bring me a box of homemade food every lunchtime?! It’s just more fuel for the rumors! Everyone thinks we’re dating!”


      “You complain now, but you always accept it. And from what I’ve heard, you always eat it all too.”


      “Huh...? Obviously, I’m not gonna waste food someone put effort into making. And your cooking’s so good I’d happily eat it every day.”


      “Ngh?! Every day...? But that would mean...!” Pendragon started to smile.


      Does hearing me compliment her cooking really mean that much to her...? “Oh, by the way, would you stop giving my gym teacher, Mr. Haruto, such a hard time? I know he looks like a meathead, and I know he’s always chasing girls around, but he’s actually a nice guy. He rushed me to the infirmary in his arms when I got injured during class one time.”


      “Ngh. I knew it. He’s trying to claim you in real life too!”


      Huh? Claim me? In real life too? I had no idea what Pendragon was saying. Anyhow...


      “That’s enough talk about real life. How about we fight again today? Let’s make a spectacle of it with an all-out full-power battle!” I gripped my bow in my hand and grinned.


      Pendragon might have been a little crazy, but fighting with her was always fun!


      “Heh. You never change... I’d be happy to accept your challenge...except...”


      Pendragon casually stepped back. A moment later, a fist slammed into the ground right where she’d been standing. The shock was enough to send chunks of dirt flying everywhere.


      “First, you’re gonna have to wait until I’m done with Yuri.” From out of nowhere, it was my greatest and most reliable pal, Baldy!


      “Baldy! Haven’t seen you in a while! How’ve you been?!”


      “Not too bad. Been a little tired though.” Baldy flexed his shoulders with a series of cracks.


      There’d been no shortage of players picking fights with him lately. When I’d hit Pendragon with the ring, everyone had heard me shout “That was the ring Baldy gave me!,” and now all male players seriously wanted him dead.


      “You wouldn’t believe the trouble I’ve had. The ring was just supposed to be proof that we’re pals, but it’s like everyone got the wrong idea...”


      “Sorry about that, Baldy. I’ll make it up to you by buying you dinner. How about we hit up a restaurant somewhere?”


      “This is the problem with you two,” Pendragon said in disbelief. My buddy and I couldn’t understand her reaction. “But don’t mind me. I’ll see you around, Baldy. Perhaps then you and I can fight to decide who gets to challenge Yuri next.”


      “Sure thing. But he sure is popular. Even right now...” Baldy looked past me in dismay. “Take a look.”


      I turned around and saw a huge mob rushing at us, leaving a cloud of dirt in their wake!


      Their numerous voices echoed through the blue sky. “Yuri! It’s gonna be me who defeats you!”


      Zansword, Wacko, Spearo, Korin, Shiru, Kirika, Merlin, Arisu, Arata, Ange, Akahime, and countless other players—all rivals I’d made—came at me brandishing their weapons. Even the crafter sisters, Françoise and Grim, were among them, shouting “I’d like to test my ability!” and “Take me on!”


      “Ha ha... Here come more players worth fighting!”


      The fire in my heart burned hotter. I’d entered the game to escape real life misfortune and started out as the weakest character, and now I had so many allies here.


      Now I can finally say it. I’m the luckiest man alive! “All right! I’ll take you all on!”


      I was in for another day of facing their well honed blades and techniques. Just like always, we’d be giving it our all and turning every fight into a fun spectacle. This was a place where bloodthirsty exchanges were what brought us together!


      “Let’s enjoy it to the fullest! Blade Skill Online, that is!”

    

  

  
    
      Extra Chapter — A Mystery Stew Get-Together in an Online Game!!!


      “You want to host a mystery stew get-together here in the game?”


      “Exactly!”


      It was another day and during another lively battle with Pendragon when she suddenly came out with the idea. She explained it while continuing to slash at me at supersonic speeds. “I’ve heard that it’s something friends do together. Wouldn’t it be fun if we all brought different ingredients found here in BSO?!”


      It really did sound fun. I nodded my head while firing off some exploding weapons. “Let’s do it. We can invite a bunch of people to my guild home castle.”


      “Then it’s settled!”


      Pendragon laughed while parrying a flurry of attacks. Her cool demeanor was gone these days, but as long as she was full of life, I was all for it. It meant seeing her beautiful smile.


      “But Pendragon, how does a mystery stew work exactly? I’ve got no friends in real life, so I’ve never been to one.”


      “I don’t know. I’ve got no friends either.”


      A heavy silence fell on the battlefield. Our fight quickly came to a stop as loneliness set in.


      “I guess we can look it up online...”


      “Good idea...”


      With that agreed, we returned to the town.


      ⬧⬨⬧


      “And so, Pendragon and I welcome you to our mystery stew get together!”


      “Yaaaay!” The cheer echoed through the darkened room.


      Several hours after agreeing to the idea, Pendragon and I were in the castle’s main hall with all the lights extinguished and a bunch of our friends around us. A wonderful smell filled the room. In the center of the hall was a big pot of simmering stock, and numerous guests had already thrown their ingredients into it.


      “By the way, we used a mixture of a seafood stock made from Dagon the Malevolent Sea God, which is what I brought, and a poultry stock made from Gullinkambi the Sacred Firmament God, brought by Pendragon. They’re two of the strongest monsters, so I’m sure it’ll be great.”


      “Oooh!” Some of the guests had to stop themselves from drooling. A scent better than anything that existed in reality gave them all a real appetite.


      “It’s time we tried it. All right everyone. Get yourselves a helping.”


      It was finally time to have a taste. Each guest grabbed an ingredient with their chop sticks and threw it straight into their mouth.


      We’d made it the rule that everyone had to comment on the flavor, and then if anyone recognized it as their own ingredient, they had to reveal what it was. It kept the hall lively with discussion.


      The first impressions came from Shiru & Korin.


      “Mmh. What kind of meat is this...?”


      “It’s really good, but now I feel like I’m burning up.”


      The two friends had joined my guild after the War of Annihilation was over. (In Shiru’s case, it was more accurate to say she’d rejoined. Also, they got angry whenever I called them friends.)


      As the two were still mystified by the feeling it gave them, Zansword excitedly raised his hand. “Oh, that must be mine! I brought Giant Sea Otter Meat! It causes a stimulating burning sensation in those who eat it! I never expected to see it shared by a bickering couple... This has to be fate... Who knows what might happen between these two now!”


      “Nothing’s happening between us, moron!” The pair of friends started kicking Zansword.


      Just what did he put in there? We’ll have to ban him from the next one... And I wish Pendragon wouldn’t try to feed me the otter meat from her spoon. Same with the hunk in her mouth.


      “That’s spicy!” yelled Kirika, our sword-wielding courtesan. “What’s this vegetable?! Eating it makes my tongue burn!” Much like the friend duo, she’d also joined Yuri’s Justice Team. (She’d said, “What on earth is that guild name? Are you serious?” I don’t get why.) “Who would add such a thing?!” she asked angrily while taking deep breaths to cool her tongue.


      The answer came from Ange, our golden-haired death god. (She was happy to join us after getting an invitation.) “Oh, that’s probably the Death Volcano Pepper that I put in.”


      “You did this?! Did you not hear the rule that spicy ingredients are only allowed if they aren’t too hot to eat?!”


      “Yes... That’s why I chose a pepper that’s only slightly spicy.”


      “Uh... Huh?” For a moment, Kirika was stunned.


      Ange, meanwhile, still had a carefree smile. “Ha ha ha... I actually wanted to bring something much hotter. Don’t you think spice is best when it feels like your tongue’s being shredded? It’s so satisfying to feel the pain go beyond mere heat. It really makes you feel alive!”


      “Eek! What’s wrong with her?!” Kirika wasn’t sure how to react to the strange excitement that had come over Ange. Neither was I...


      Since when was she that sort of character?


      “Issh good shhtuff,” Ange assured us as she removed and ate all of her ultra-spicy peppers.


      Still in disbelief, I had to remember that this was coming from a princess of Yggdrasill Online, that gory R-rated game with minimal limits on the sensory experiences it offered. “Ah, she did have a masochist fighting style, didn’t she?” I remembered. “Well, at least she’s not a sadist.”


      “Which are you, Yuri?” Pendragon asked.


      “I’m neither!” What’s it to you either way?!


      “Mgh... These are great!” Baldy yelled. “How’d these fish balls get so good?!”


      He was my greatest friend, always ready to come at me full force. After the War of Annihilation, he’d comforted the Yuri Clone Division over their defeat and invited them all into his own guild, The Thirty Assembled Knight Orders of the Illusory Burial: Grand Battalion (he was terrible at naming things). He certainly didn’t have trouble making friends—in fact, he even convinced the virtual idol Akahime to join while she was still burning with a desire to get revenge on me.


      Baldy scared me at times. If there was ever another guild war, I knew he’d be standing in my path as my greatest rival.


      “Oooh...” my buddy continued. “I can tell it’s ordinary fish, but there’s something special about how it’s prepared. Like, there’s just the right amount of ginger or something. Consider me impressed. Who made this stuff?!”


      “Uh, that was me!” a mild-mannered voice replied. It was Arisu, the imp who looked way too small to be an adult...but behind her small frame lay incredible battle power. She was still recognizable in the dim light thanks to her beautiful silver hair.


      “So it was you, little lady! You’re gonna make someone a great wife when you grow up! Bwah ha ha!” Baldy laughed heartily. Clearly, he didn’t know much about Arisu.


      Arisu gave him an awkward smile. “Yes, my fiancé, Arata, often compliments my cooking! I put in a lot of practice to make him happy.”


      “Uh... Fiancé...? Arata...?” Baldy was taken aback. Demonic Arata (currently absent because he had work) was someone he’d traded blows with in the War of Annihilation. “Oh, yeah, I remember. He said something about having a lover called Arisu. Rumor was that she looked like a kid. Then Arata’s gotta be a...”


      “Oh, that’s right, you fought with him,” Arisu interjected. “Isn’t Arata strong? And what a man he is too. In fact, he’s like a manlier, handsome version of Yuri. Did you know he started his own business?”


      “Oh... Okay... Good for him...”


      Once Arisu got started singing Arata’s praises, Baldy just had to listen while wearing a defeated expression.


      Baldy’s problem was that he couldn’t get a girlfriend. His face displayed a complex mix of emotions as he ate the next fish ball—now that he knew the recipe was put together with love for a special someone, his reaction had completely shifted.


      His heart must be filled with jealousy and loneliness right now. I’ve never seen Baldy look so dead inside... “I feel bad for him,” I said quietly. “Maybe I should go comfort him, me being his friend and all...”


      “Yuri, please! You’ll cause a scandal!” For some reason Pendragon did all she could to stop me.


      Why would it cause a scandal...?


      And so, our gathering was chaotic, but it was constant fun. Things got weirdly tense between Wacko and Spearo when they tried some otter meat; Merlin tried the ultra-hot chili pepper and died; Arisu agreed to the teach the crafter sisters Grim and Françoise how to cook; and, through some misunderstanding, Tengu Hermit came crashing in yelling, “I heard the warriors were gathering here!”


      After the huge pot was empty, we had just as much fun watching the moon from a cottage on the castle grounds. I even called out all my familiars so we could all enjoy some wine-flavored juice together.


      “You know, Pendragon, I’m really glad I found BSO.” I felt it deep in my heart.


      “Yes... It’s here that I finally found someone who can accept me,” she replied.


      As we stood together in the pleasant nighttime breeze, we felt the powerful bond that had formed between us. From there, our gaming lives continued on ever after.
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      Afterword


      Thank you for reading. This is the VTuber-esque beauty Mazi Manzi here.


      This volume has brought Blade Skill Online to a thorough conclusion. Thank you so much.


      The light novel version might be over, but the manga adaptation is just getting started, so be sure to read it. You can even read it online! You can also find some of my works related to this one free to read online too. Yggdrasill Online (ユグドラシル・オンライン) contains Ange’s story, while Arata’s the star of Darkness Soul Online (ダークネスソウル・オンライン).


      This is the part that I’d normally fill up with a ton of copy and paste (and I get my Twitter followers to write the first part for me), but that wouldn’t feel right for the final volume. I’m feeling a mix of emotions, so I thought I’d write something more serious.


      BSO might be over, but I still intend to keep putting out lots of other works.


      There are also a few manga adaptations of my works, and you can look up voice comic videos of A Noble Lady in Poverty (貧乏令嬢) on YouTube (from a different publisher). Please go buy and watch them all. I basically live on Twitter, so I’d love it if you’d drop by and tell me if you enjoyed them. It’ll give me the motivation to keep working for another day.


      To all my dear readers, thank you for everything so far, and I hope to see you again in the future.


      Lastly, I’d like to thank my editor, the illustrator, the manga artist, and everyone else who has been helping me the whole time.




      I love you please marry me!!!!!!!! (´ ；ω ；`)




      And thank you again!
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  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters of series like this by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:


  J-Novel Club Membership
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