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Chapter 1

“What is this?”

That day, as uneventful as any other, was supposed to be mundane.

As usual, I was mindlessly browsing through my mobile phone when I stumbled upon something.

An app I had never seen before had installed itself among the others without my knowledge.

It had no name, and the icon was nothing but a completely black square.

At first, I thought it might be some sort of error, but a chill ran down my spine.

These days, scams and hacking crimes using smartphones were becoming increasingly rampant.

Could it be that I had become their target?

Would they hack into my camera and use it to blackmail me?!

Panicked, I instinctively dropped my mobile phone onto the bed.

I immediately tried to recall my recent activity.

But no matter how hard I thought, I couldn’t think of anything that might have made me vulnerable.

I had never clicked on suspicious links from strange messages, nor had I visited any questionable websites or downloaded anything unusual.

“That’s impossible.”

However, what happened next made me collapse onto the bed in disbelief.

The mysterious app opened on its own from the mobile phone I had just dropped.

It was as if the phone was possessed, moving entirely on its own.

I stared at it in shock, but soon snapped out of it and pressed the power button firmly.

[It’s useless.]


At that moment, I gasped.

The four simple words displayed on the black screen froze me in place, making it hard to even breathe.

“…”

[Even if you take it to the repair center, it’s useless. This is an opportunity for you, so listen carefully.]

I tried to wrap the phone in a handkerchief and stuff it into my bag, but more text appeared on the screen, as if it had read my thoughts.

“Crazy…”

[If you refuse to play the game, I will expose your internet history, locked files, and screenshots to your acquaintances.]

“Who are you?”

At this point, panicking or causing a commotion was pointless. I adjusted my posture politely, covered the camera lens, and placed the mobile phone back down.

This time, a new screen appeared on the phone, where white text had been gliding across the black background.

“Account linking?”

[Did I not say this was a game? You were the one who installed this app in the first place, so why are you reacting like this?]

It was the kind of account linking screen commonly seen in games.

I swallowed dryly.

If I linked my account here, would I get hacked or… No, it was meaningless to worry about that now since everything had probably already been compromised.

But what did they mean by saying I had installed it myself?

I had always been cautious about my mobile phone usage.

[Link it. I will explain further afterward.]

“Dammit…”

There was no other choice.


This mysterious hacker used the word “game,” but how could this possibly be a game?

The lunatic was speaking to me in real-time, possibly eavesdropping or even spying through the camera.

The sense of impending social ruin, combined with the fear that this deranged hacker might harm me, left me no option but to input one of my throwaway email accounts.

“It’s not working?”

[Participants of this game do not link through something as trivial as an email.]

As I stared in confusion, a sudden click sound followed by a flash from the front camera took me by surprise.

[Your soul is the price.]

The moment the picture was taken, I felt it.

Others might dismiss it as nonsense, but the chilling sensation that crept through my body at that moment was no lie.

My heart pounded, and cold sweat dripped down my back.

This was real.

[Let the game begin.]

Whether I was in shock or not, the screen transitioned on its own.

The new screen displayed a scene with graphics so realistic it felt like watching a live-action movie.

“A cave.”

[Behold. With your soul as the price, you have obtained everything of one species.]

The place before me was a cave.

It wasn’t too dark, thanks to the faintly glowing stones embedded in the walls here and there.

I followed the message on the screen with my gaze.

And there it was—’it.’


“What the hell is this…”

The program referred to it as life.

But no matter how I looked at it, all I could see was a puddle of black liquid pooled on the cave floor.

[Ah… What an ambiguous situation.]

“What nonsense is this?”

[A species that matches your insignificant soul, yet holds immense potential. Depending on how it grows, it can swing between extremes.]

I let out a bitter laugh at the absurdity.

Wasn’t this just a failure in the gacha draw? Would it have hurt to give me a heads-up?

[If you want to see more detailed information, try touching it.]

In hindsight, it was a surprisingly polite tutorial guide.

I did as instructed and touched the screen.

“Cells?”

[Correct. But they are not ordinary cells.]

The zoomed-in view displayed cells wriggling and extending their branches toward each other, dividing at an astonishing speed.

It was so fast that I could see the puddle expanding even with the naked eye.

[To make it easier to understand, I will show you the traits of this species. Racial traits are the inherent attributes of each species.]

[Collective Consciousness] [Genetic Manipulation] [Accelerated Growth]

The three features were displayed in front of me.

Looking at the keywords, I quickly grasped the traits of these cells.

“A colony?”

[Close, but not quite. They proliferate explosively and can become virtually anything, but the process is as arduous as carving a stone to create a beach.]

Would it kill them to explain it in simpler terms?

I returned the screen to its original state.

So what was I supposed to do? The app didn’t even have a fancy UI like a typical game. It just showed me a screen and left me to figure things out.

[The tutorial will now proceed.]

To make matters worse, the process seemed to proceed on its own, without any input from me.

[You lack power. Limitless explosive growth is a strength, but it comes with the drawback of energy depletion.]

“So, what do you want me to do?”

[Provide the cells with a specimen and energy.]

The app issued its command without hesitation.

A specimen and energy.

I could guess what energy was, but what did it mean by a specimen?

[A specimen from which genetic samples can be obtained. With their current state of growth, they cannot replicate large lifeforms.]

“Understood.”

I stood up from my seat.

By now, I had a clear understanding of what kind of species I was supposed to be dealing with.

Devouring, replicating, combining, and growing stronger.

For that, they required diverse samples.

“What about these? They’re small enough.”

I stepped outside my house and found what I was looking for.

A single ant was crawling along the wall.

[In this state, it’s definitely possible. Use that to capture it.]

Soon, the app began to move on its own, and the camera turned on.

I, still bewildered, picked up the camera, aimed it at the ant, and took a picture.

“…It disappeared.”

[Look. Your children have seen a ray of light. This moment will be recorded in the history of the species.]

The screen switched back to display that puddle again.

The ant I had photographed had moved to that location and dropped into the puddle.

Devouring, and then disintegration.

I frowned as I watched the ant being surrounded by countless cells and decomposed at the cellular level.

[A macroscopic roadmap is needed. What kind of species will you raise these beings into?]

“You’re suddenly asking something grand.”

Back in my room, I scratched my head.

Here I was, worried about midterms and reports, yet now I had to concern myself with something like this.

But the app had said that in order to survive, I must continue to grow stronger.

If everything happening wasn’t just a dream, I couldn’t simply ignore it.

“I heard that racial traits are the most powerful weapon. Then, I should go in a direction that best leverages that.”

The three traits obtained in exchange for starting at the cellular level.

It seemed only right to act in a way that made the most out of them.

[Then, to achieve that goal, you must consistently acquire energy and specimens. For now, prepare for war. There’s an intruder.]

“Huh?”

An unexpected event occurred.

I hurriedly zoomed in on the screen, and sure enough, there was an intruder.

They were… spores of some unknown fungi.

[They are a type of fungi that lives in this cave. Spores carried by the wind have come into contact with your children.]

Although they were fungi, they seemed quite different from the mold I was familiar with.

On the surface, nothing was visible.

However, upon touching the screen to zoom in, the intense scene of battle unfolded before my eyes.

[Fungi have weapons such as strength and hair. They are also much larger than your children. But your children have already acquired their own weapons.]

Among the cells, there were some peculiar ones.

They had protrusions resembling ant’s jaws.

Those cells swarmed and began to bite into the fungi.

[The complacent fungi began to be viciously torn apart. They were broken down piece by piece. Thus, we claimed our first victory. This, too, will be recorded in the history of the species.]

An icon appeared on one side of the screen.

It was obvious that it represented what the app referred to as the history of the species.

[And we have obtained the genetic information of the fungi. Check it.]

Another icon appeared below.

I clicked on the icon as instructed.

[Glowing Cave Mushroom: 1A1237]

Information about the lifeform we had just fought was displayed.

As it turned out, it was indeed a mushroom, faintly glowing as the name suggested.

“What is this…?”

[It’s a mimicry of the fungi you absorbed.]

Some of the cells began to divide again at an astonishing speed.

Their appearance began to resemble the fungi we had just consumed.

No accelerators seemed to be involved, yet the mushroom was growing rapidly.

One peculiar point was that the absorbed glowing cave mushroom was white, but the mushroom I was now observing was black.

[By mimicking the reproduction method of the mushroom, they aim to expand their faction beyond this place. Riding on spores, they will spread farther.]

Hearing this explanation, I was slightly surprised.

This mysterious species was smarter than I had anticipated.
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[Energy. The most important thing is energy.]

“…Then how do we provide that energy?”

[Just now, we obtained the genetic information of the fungi living in the cave and the Earth Ants you collected. This means we can mimic their nutrient absorption methods.]

“Ah, I see.”

Kang Shin-Woo glanced at the snack bag beside him.

It was unopened and still new. But could it really be edible?

There was no need to worry about that.

If ants could eat it, then so could they.

[Then take a picture of it.]

He picked up the camera as instructed.

It was oddly annoying to be ordered around, but there was no other choice.

[The snack you photographed has been transmitted to them.]

As he opened the bag and spread the snacks out, they disappeared into the mobile phone the moment the picture was taken.

In the dim cave, the snacks tumbled down with a faint thudding sound.

Kang Shin-Woo monitored the reaction of the cells.

At first, they were cautious.

But soon enough, they began to produce something and started to extend.

[It is a mix of the Fungal Growth Method and the Ant’s Gene.]

As the cells clustered together, threadlike strands began to branch out in countless directions.


The strands, tentatively stretching out, started to cover the snacks.

It was as though plant roots were absorbing nutrients, attempting to digest the snacks.

Zooming in further, cells equipped with jaws capable of crushing fungi were seen clinging to the snacks and gnawing at them.

[We are still primitive. Digestion will take a long time.]

“…It seems that way.”

In other words, there was nothing to do while the digestion was happening.

Even so, Kang Shin-Woo kept watching his mobile phone.

It was quite entertaining.

Watching those tiny creatures wriggle and gradually grow was fascinating.

There was a certain joy in nurturing them, surpassing that of any ordinary simulation game.

“Hmm…”

Leaving the mobile phone aside, Kang Shin-Woo sat down in front of his computer.

Entertaining as it was, he opened a search engine and typed in “Smartphone Hacking.”

He wanted to see if there were others experiencing the same symptoms as him.

But the results were clean.

Just to be sure, he searched in English as well, but there were no similar cases to be found.

He opened the messenger app but closed it again.

Honestly, unless he showed it to someone in person, it seemed unlikely anyone would believe him. The threat from the entity also lingered in his mind.

It sounded absurd, but if it were true…

He had already witnessed objects disappearing the moment they were photographed.


This wasn’t something that could be dismissed as mere hacking.

[A wise choice.]

“Whoa!”

Suddenly, the screen went dark, and white text began to appear again.

This lunatic was now invading his computer as well!

[It would also be wise not to make it obvious.]

“Why should I do that?”

[Not only for the sake of protecting your mobile phone records… but also because it concerns your life.]

It was just text, but it carried an eerie weight.

Kang Shin-Woo had no choice but to acknowledge it. The entity clearly held the upper hand.

Come to think of it, it had mentioned this was a game.

There was no guarantee that this game was single-player.

“Why me? There are plenty of exceptional people out there. I’m just an ordinary college student.”

[Didn’t I tell you? You downloaded it yourself. All I did was activate the system and find its owner, Kang Shin-Woo.]

“…”

He was at a loss for words.

It seemed like sheer bad luck, and there was nothing more to argue about.

Eventually, Kang Shin-Woo turned off his computer and flopped back onto his bed.

He had studying to do, but in this situation, he couldn’t focus at all.

“…Hmm?”


He ended up falling asleep.

Considering the circumstances, it was surprising he could sleep, but the toll of an all-night study session had been heavy.

Next to his ear, his mobile phone blared noisily with an alarm.

“What is it?”

[An attack. Sweet snacks that suddenly fell into the dim cave. The scent has attracted them.]

The source of the alarm was the Mysterious Game.

Panicking, Kang Shin-Woo quickly opened the app.

“You said there was an enemy. Where are they?”

[Zoom in.]

Following the entity’s instructions, he zoomed in on the screen.

The intruders were extremely tiny creatures.

Were there no large animals living in this cave?

[This might actually be a good thing. We can’t handle large enemies at our current level.]

His question was quickly answered.

At any rate, the invaders crawling toward them were tiny, comparable to fleas.

[We have an abundance of stored energy. We can face them.]

To confront the approaching enemies, they began to mobilize.

Tentacles stretched out toward the intruders drawn to the digesting snacks.

[We combined the Fungal Growth Method with the Ant’s Gene.]

The tips of the roots swelled like tumors and began to rapidly take shape.

What they formed took Kang Shin-Woo by surprise.

Though small in size, the resulting creations unmistakably resembled ants.

Severing their connection with the tentacles, the ants swarmed toward the enemies that threatened their food supply.

[We are many yet one. There was no inefficiency in our movements. Larger and stronger, we easily overpowered the enemies. And the defeated foes became part of our assets.]

[Cave Blood-Sucking Flea: 1B1557]

The battle ended anticlimactically.

It was their victory.

Moreover, they had absorbed the attributes of the defeated enemies.

[Now, we can also use the blood of other lifeforms as nutrients.]

“…Amazing.”

Kang Shin-Woo genuinely admired this.

Setting aside how suspicious it all was, his curiosity grew stronger.

“What are you doing, oppa?”

“Nothing.”

That evening, Kang Do-Yeon, who had returned from school and cram school, frowned as she saw him lying on the living room floor with his face buried.

Kang Do-Yeon, six years younger than him and now a high school student, had spoken up.

“…Is there a bug?”

“I caught it, so don’t worry about it.”

She flinched.

Kang Do-Yeon particularly disliked bugs.

At any rate, he had indeed caught it, so he waved her off and sent her to her room.

[Fruit Fly and Ghost Spider. They have all become our assets.]

New specimens I found while searching through the house.

I took pictures of those tiny insects and transmitted them to the cave.

Hundreds of them jumped toward the fruit fly fluttering in mid-air, successfully hunting it down.

This was thanks to the introduction of sturdy leg strength derived from flea genes.

The ghost spider, like the ants, was immediately devoured.

[In just one day, we have grown this much.]

The entity’s words were true.

Starting in the morning, now it was 9 PM.

The cell clusters, which had been no more than a small puddle, had already spread their roots over a significant area, taking on the form of mushrooms and producing a considerable number of soldiers.

“What should I do to make them grow even bigger?”

[More energy. More specimens.]

Now, I was genuinely curious about how far they could grow.

“What the… My bread! Did you eat it, oppa?”

“…I’ll buy you more later.”

After changing clothes, my younger sister immediately started searching for the bread we bought yesterday.

It was a bit unfair, but I had to compensate her.

However, that large amount of bread wasn’t eaten by me.

The packaging had been torn apart, and the bread had rolled somewhere into the depths of the cave floor.

Becoming nutrients for the reproduction of a species.

“…They’re growing incredibly fast.”

[If nutrients are sufficient, the growth rate can be increased.]

Early in the morning, I checked my mobile phone as soon as I woke up.

And I was astonished.

In just eight hours, they had achieved growth far exceeding the bread they consumed.

[By combining the growth of spider webs and fungi, the primordial ‘nest’ has been created.]

“It’s enormous…”

Turning the screen, I marveled at the sight.

The cells, which had started from a puddle the size of a human footprint, now covered more than half of the underground cavern with their roots and bodies.

Of course, it was still at the level of something you could kick with your feet, but this was just one day’s growth.

What would happen after two days, three days, or four days?

[More nutrients. More nutrients are needed.]

“Alright.”

I poured in the bread my sister had bought last night.

She would go berserk if she found out all her precious bread had been devoured again, but I could always buy more.

“For now, I’ll make do with bread. But in the long run, I can’t spend all my food budget on you.”

[That is true. Therefore, you must guide us well. Hunting and exploration skills, digestive capabilities, energy efficiency, and so on.]

It started spouting complicated terms again.

In any case, I finished preparing to leave and was the last one in the family to step out of the house.

Today, I only had one afternoon class.

“I understand the part about designing and guiding, but I need to know what to do first.”

I boarded the subway, heading toward the city where my school was located.

To others, I might look like a lunatic talking to myself, but thankfully, wireless earphones were common these days, so it wasn’t too odd.

[Correct. On the second day, I will unlock another function for you.]

Even though there were no rewards, the tutorial hadn’t ended.

As soon as the entity finished speaking, a new icon appeared.

I recognized it instantly—it was a map.

[However, in order to illuminate the map, reconnaissance is required.]

“…I knew you’d say that.”

Reconnaissance, huh? It sounded daunting, but it wasn’t anymore.

Dozens of scouts departed from the nest.

All of them were equipped with fruit fly wings.

Reconnaissance wasn’t a big deal; just send out recon units, and it was done.

[Our greatest advantage is utilizing one brain to process the input from dozens of eyes. The speed at which information is gathered and the map is updated is unparalleled. It is something few can imitate.]

The scouts scattered and began exploring every corner of the cave.

What I learned was that this was the lowest layer of the cave, and it was nearly impossible to estimate just how deep it extended.

The collective consciousness. I was beginning to understand how absurdly powerful this “connected as one” ability was.

No matter how far a scout ventured, the information it gathered was instantly shared with the whole.

“What was that just now?”

[It’s a predator. One we cannot challenge at our current state.]

At that very moment.

A report came in—one of the scouts leading the way up the stratum had been abruptly cut off by something.
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“What’s up? Why does your face look like that? Didn’t sleep well?”

“…No, it’s not that.”

A close classmate commented as soon as they saw my face.

It wasn’t like I couldn’t sleep. It’s just that there was something bothering me.

“Come to think of it, it’s unfair, isn’t it?”

While others were chatting and distracted with exams, I pulled out my mobile phone and sighed.

“Even though I’m being blackmailed into playing this weird game, what’s in it for me?”

That guy clearly said it would benefit me, but after trying it out, it didn’t seem that way at all.

It was costing me money, and more than that, it was eating up my time.

[Your children are still too immature.]

“Oh, so when these guys grow up, they’ll help me out?”

[Possibly.]

The response was unexpectedly straightforward, leaving me at a loss for words.

Of course, setting aside the question of what I could even do with these creatures.

“I’m curious. You mentioned there are others like me.”

[That is correct.]

“They don’t all start like this, do they? Are their abilities different?”

From the circumstances so far, it was clear there were other ‘Players’ like me.

Then, what exactly was the purpose of all this?


Competition between us? If so, the information was severely lacking.

[You will find out before long. One thing I can tell you is that the species assigned to each person at the start varies.]

“So it’s not originally a game where you raise something from the cellular level…”

“Alright, good morning, everyone.”

My words were cut off as the professor entered the room.

The lecture hall fell silent, and the students who’d been outside quickly came in, signaling the start of class.

[Reconnaissance in the designated area has failed 192 times.]

“…”

In the middle of the lecture, a message popped up on my mobile phone.

Clicking my tongue, I discreetly glanced at the screen.

This exam was doomed. If anyone saw, they’d think I was failing because of a mobile game.

[With the current system, it is impossible to break through. Growth is needed.]

I nodded.

I agreed with what it said.

The obstacle blocking our way wasn’t anything special.

It was a Giant Spider, about the size of a King Crab, and its meticulously woven Crazy Web was quite formidable.

The web even exerted a force that pulled at targets passing through its threads, a truly insane trap.

[For now, devouring all the Small-Scale Vegetation on the lower levels seems the most appropriate course of action.]

I also believed that focusing on strengthening ourselves was the priority.

Whether that meant increasing our size or acquiring some unique weaponry.


“Hey. Going straight home today… Where are you headed?”

“Midterms are coming up, and it’s a bit warm, isn’t it? Have you ever seen bees around the campus?”

After class ended, I grabbed the classmate who had approached me and asked.

The classmate blinked in confusion, seemingly taken aback by my sudden interest in bees.

[Our Soldiers have modified themselves into the strongest forms—Ant’s Jaws, Flea’s Legs, and so on. They seek the most efficient, the most powerful models.]

“Yeah, yeah, they’ll do fine.”

Despite having only one class today, I didn’t go home. Instead, I wandered around the bushes near the building.

At my age, collecting insects like this was ridiculous.

But thanks to that, I managed to capture images of various insects on my camera, including Beetles and Butterflies.

[The Soldiers used their powerful jaws to bite and disassemble the Butterflies and Beetles. The meat provided Energy, and their Genetic Information became our assets.]

The feedback was immediate.

Now, the Soldiers, slightly larger than ordinary ants, began to pour out of the growing Nest in a frenzy.

The corpses of discarded or deceased comrades were nothing more than excellent nutrients.

[The Soldiers initiated action. The top priorities were gathering food and hunting prey. Our first target was the nearby Mushroom Colony.]

According to the map, there was a Mushroom Colony near the Cave Aperture where our Nest was located.

We were no longer the kind to fight against mere cells of mushrooms.

We were now targeting the Vertebrates residing in the Mushroom Colony.

[That Small Salamander is the king of this Mushroom Colony. We will hunt it.]

“…This feels more like a massacre.”

[Our proud Swarm has begun its march.]


The enthusiastic narration from the creature felt oddly endearing.

Frankly, from my perspective, sending thousands of these ant-like monsters—no longer fitting the term ‘ant’—to capture a single Small Salamander didn’t seem all that impressive.

[This was the first time we hunted a Vertebrate. This moment will be recorded in our history…]

“Yes, yes.”

I put down my mobile phone and headed deeper into the campus forest.

If I couldn’t find it here, I planned to just head home.

[What are you trying to catch?]

“Bees.”

I answered simply.

I contemplated for a moment.

How should I attract these creatures?

From what I could tell, emphasizing the Collective Consciousness was the key.

So, I just… gave it some thought.

To my knowledge, the most social insects were ants and bees.

Especially bees, which had poison stingers and wings.

“Poison ants aren’t that common in our country… Ant acid just doesn’t seem enough.”

The problem was that, despite their occasional sightings, these creatures were nowhere to be found today.

I decided to give up and go home, retracing my steps.

“…Is someone flying a drone?”

Just then, I heard a buzzing sound, completely different from the annoying whine of Acid Mosquitoes.

A chill ran down my spine.

There’s no way someone would be flying a drone here.

[Capture it.]

“Ahhh!”

I raised my mobile phone.

At that moment, something brushed past me.

A massive buzzing form.

When you hear Giant Hornet, you think hornet. When you hear drone, you think Giant Hornet.

Apparently, this Giant Hornet had set its sights on me.

“Oh, please!”

Ever since being stung as a child, I’d been terrified of bees, even though I could handle other bugs with my bare hands.

I frantically pressed the shutter.

And then, as if the heavens had answered my prayers, the buzzing stopped.

[Without a doubt, this external Enemy was formidable. However, we could not let that hornet escape.]

The capture squad, equipped with enhanced Leg Strength, charged toward the transmitted Giant Hornet.

Out of hundreds, only two or three managed to latch onto it and drag it down.

However, some of them were quickly struck down by the hornet’s Poison Stinger, their bodies dropping like flies.

[It is strong. But now, no ordinary invertebrate can stand against us.]

The Most Powerful Soldier stepped forward.

It is a Salamander-like Creature with a hard carapace covering its body.

Its strength is comparable, and the Poison Stinger could not penetrate the carapace.

No matter how formidable a Giant Hornet may be, it could not withstand being swarmed from all sides.

[Disassemble and evolve.]

The bee was dismantled on the spot.

The acquired Genetic Information was stored in the entire Colony and transmitted to the Nest, the Production Factory.

The fungi that made up the Nest rapidly developed, creating new Soldiers.

[Solders with spines, bee wings, and poison stingers are created.]

“…Gross.”

It was hard to call it impressive.

And the biggest issue was that Energy was running out again.

[Cave creatures each have their own methods of obtaining Energy, but this Cave inherently lacks sufficient Energy.]

“Sigh…”

Once again, I had to feed them.

No matter how hard I tried to find a solution, the environment itself was too barren.

“So, in the end, it means devouring cannot be stopped. The more they develop and grow.”

Now Soldiers the size of three finger joints were emerging, and there was no way bread crumbs would suffice.

In desperation, I tried to feed them Food Waste, but this time, it opposed the idea.

Its reasoning was absurd.

[It also requires Energy to digest food. If more Energy is spent on digestion than absorbed, what is the point?]

It ultimately came down to efficiency.

The only thing I managed to scavenge was a Dead Pigeon on the Road.

“…So this is acceptable? But how is this any different from Food Waste?”

[It is.]

Fortunately, it did not reject corpses.

The bonus from obtaining the pigeon’s Genetic Information was nice, but producing something of that size was inefficient for now.

“Hey, about the bread I…”

[Bread was a fairly decent nutrient.]

The door my younger sibling closed slammed shut.

Though I was used to contemptuous looks, I couldn’t believe this was happening over bread.

With a sigh, I just went back to my room.

To appease the sulking sibling, I would probably have to buy more bread.

“You’re not getting any more from me now.”

[The Lowest Layer is now completely our territory.]

Whether it was listening or not, I didn’t know.

In any case, the Expansion Trend was steep.

The entirety of the Underground Lowest Layer Cavern, though not very large, became our domain.

It took just a day, no, merely two days.

But Growth came with side effects.

Even after devouring all the microorganisms, mushrooms, and other living things in that area, self-sufficiency was less than half possible.

“So expansion is the answer, after all?”

If they couldn’t find any food at all, they would starve to death.

And the Growth that had already ignited could no longer be stopped.

The only remaining option was to keep pushing forward.

[Our Growth does not stop. And to grow, we must continue the War.]

The Swarm gathered.

Even the bees seen in documentaries seemed cute in comparison.

In mid-air, there were versatile Soldiers with carapaces, wings, and poison stingers on their tails.

On the ground, Soldiers that maximized strength were crawling.

At least thousands, no, tens of thousands of such individuals.

[Even moving up a single stratum in the Cave improves the situation. Our target now is the lifeforms in the Upper Layer. Reconnaissance indicates that the most formidable among those in the Upper Layer is the Snake.]

“Honestly, it doesn’t feel like we’d lose.”

Unless it was that distant Upper Stratum where King Crab-sized Spiders lived, which had blocked reconnaissance.

At this point, we were clearly a menacing Swarm.

It was obvious that small animals couldn’t possibly stop us, no matter how much they struggled.
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[Cave Thread Snake: 1c1601]

[One-Eyed Jumping Spider: 1d0080]

The Swarm advanced to the upper stratum, devouring and devastating everything in sight.

The gene pool they acquired continued to grow.

Even the clusters of mushrooms and moss, which carried faint traces of life, were mercilessly stripped away.

[As you stopped supplying Energy, the Swarm, which had been freely expending it, began to concern itself with Energy efficiency.]

“Should’ve done this earlier.”

[Prioritizing efficiency inevitably leads to reduced combat power. The number of Soldiers decreases, and expansion slows.]

“It’s not like we’re short on time.”

Unless I recklessly took photos at a grocery store and fed them everything there, they’d have to find their own solution.

The fortunate thing was that, despite lacking proper brain tissue, they were remarkably intelligent.

[Of course. The size of our Colony itself is our brain.]

“Why do you sound so smug about it?”

I was lying absentmindedly on the Bed.

Today was a free day. I should have been studying, but I couldn’t focus at all.

“What kind of Species did the other Players choose? Wolves? Rabbits or something like that?”

[There’s an immense variety. Some even chose intelligent beings.]

“…What?”

I casually asked, but the answer was rather shocking.


Intelligent beings? Weren’t we all just raising animals?

[I mentioned variety. I meant it literally.]

“Then isn’t that way too unfair?”

Some are raising Cells, while others are developing civilizations?

[No one can make any definitive judgments on that.]

The entity was firm on this point.

Honestly, I couldn’t understand, but I kept my mouth shut.

Complaining wouldn’t change anything, anyway.

In the end, I decided not to think about the other Players anymore.

[The Swarm has redefined efficiency.]

They constantly thought and experimented.

Faced with the current challenges, they established new policies.

This felt right. I wanted them to be as self-sufficient as possible.

[By adjusting the number of Soldiers while increasing combat power per unit, they identified an optimal number. Some Nests that had already completed their Growth entered a dormant state, devising ways to conserve Energy to the extreme.]

They armed themselves with new methods they discovered on their own.

Of course, conquest and Devouring never ceased.

The second stratum was almost entirely under our control.

The updated map reflected the expansion of our territory.

[The third stratum is now populated primarily by vertebrates. To hunt them, we needed stronger Soldiers.]

I grabbed a soda and some snacks to watch.


At this point, it felt more like a documentary than a Game.

Suddenly, I remembered the ant farming I had enjoyed as a child.

[While we can’t produce results beyond the data we possess, we can combine and manipulate it.]

The most terrifying aspect was that, compared to mere beasts, we were a unified Colony.

With a singular purpose, the Colony moved as one, creating Soldiers for ‘War’ beyond mere hunting.

With Units tailored to specific roles, reducing numbers didn’t matter much. Unless we faced an overwhelmingly powerful enemy, like a bear smashing a beehive, I didn’t think we’d lose.

After all, our operations were based on thorough Reconnaissance.

The next stratum was inhabited by relatively insignificant creatures, making a steady expansion the optimal strategy.

[Once again, it was time to hunt.]

After a brief reorganization, the Swarm re-entered the upper stratum.

The unfortunate native creatures, unable to resist their rapid consumption and evolution, were one-sidedly hunted.

“Couldn’t we just pour all the size into a single unit?”

Munching on snacks, the thought slipped out of my mouth.

Right now, we were mobilizing countless small Soldiers.

Wouldn’t it be better to focus on creating a single massive unit, a physical powerhouse?

[Efficiency.]

The entity silenced me with a single word.

It was an all-purpose answer.

[More importantly, we still lack experience. While you may not realize it, consider this: from our perspective, the entirety of our world is just a few Cave Apertures.]

“…I get what you mean.”


[These beings don’t even know what humans are. The information we’ve gathered so far is minimal. Despite possessing extraordinary hardware, we lack the sophisticated software to fully utilize it.]

“If we keep ascending this Cave, will we eventually encounter other intelligent beings?”

While watching the Swarm grow, I found myself wondering.

Just where does this Cave end?

Is this Cave truly the entire world?

Or is there a real world beyond it?

[…That is what you must continue observing and teaching the Swarm. Your curiosity, your human sense of wonder—those are essential.]

I couldn’t fully imagine it yet, but it seemed possible.

After all, we had come this far from a mere cluster of Cells in just three days.

“I bought some bread.”

“…”

“This time, I won’t—”

The door burst open.

The person grabbed the entire bread bag I was holding, dashed into their room, and closed the door again.

[High-Quality Nutrient…]

“Don’t joke about it. That’s not even enough to make a dent anymore.”

Sighing, I went back to my room.

I had spent the entire day staring at my Mobile Phone.

Skipping all the life-and-death, soul, and Game aspects, it was entertaining enough to watch.

“The third stratum isn’t much, and we can just keep going like this.”

Compared to the Lowest Layer, which had only a few mushrooms and moss, the third stratum had slightly more.

Flowing water and plants growing in the Cave were newly discovered, along with an increase in the variety of small animals active there.

And we devoured all of it.

“Can’t I teach them the concept of farming? What’s the point of eating everything in sight?”

[Farming is a luxury for us right now.]

True, even though I suggested it, it wasn’t a great idea.

Farming in this Cave? Ridiculous.

Besides, farming involves converting Energy from plants into fruits or grains that I can consume.

Our Species didn’t need to farm. By mimicking the Fungi we consumed, which acted as primary producers, we could directly produce Energy.

What really mattered was the absolute amount of Energy.

And that Energy could only increase by Devouring others or being supplied externally.

“Where are you going?”

“Oh… just out for some exercise.”

Eventually, I left the house again, even though it was already dark.

I was determined to find a solution.

While self-sufficiency was essential, I figured it would be better if I filled in the physically impossible parts myself.

[Did you find a solution?]

“I’ve changed my perspective a bit. Food doesn’t have to be something made by humans. Look, some animals get Energy by gnawing on large trees.”

[Our Species lacks the ability to digest wood.]

“What’s the problem? Just send them such a creature.”

I decided to take a more active approach since I could intervene.

Our house was exceptionally clean to the point of being unable to tolerate even a single cockroach, but this Back Hill was different.

I picked up the camera.

I thought if I took pictures like crazy, I’d catch something eventually.

Anyway, right now, we felt like we could eat whatever bug might fall.

[Wait, that method is not advisable.]

“Huh?”

[Don’t take random photos recklessly.]

Just as I was about to press the shutter, I was interrupted.

[Your account level is still Level 1. This means there are restrictions on your ability usage.]

“I didn’t hear anything about that.”

[Because there was no need to mention it.]

…This guy?

Still, it was a convincing limitation.

If I were some insanely wealthy and powerful person who could disregard morals and laws to exploit abilities, it would be incredibly unfair.

Think about it—what would happen if I spent money to buy meat in warehouse quantities and sent it?

“From now on, tell me such things in advance. So, what can I do right now?”

[At Level 1, you can provide a total of 10 Specimens and a maximum of 20kg of food per day.]

“…I think I understand why you’re constantly pursuing High Efficiency.”

It was quite a realistic limitation.

This explained why food waste was so despised.

It made sense to exclude anything that could be obtained locally, like moisture.

“Alright. So far, Ants, Fruit Flies, Spiders, Bees, Beetles…Butterflies and Pigeons…”

[You have three attempts left.]

“Ugh.”

Taking a single photo was proving to be a challenge.

I turned on the Flashlight and approached the midsection of the Back Hill, near a Fallen Tree.

This hill was more like a small mountain, with many people strolling along its trails even at night. Using the Flashlight, I carefully inspected the tree’s surface.

What I wanted was Termites, insects that feed on wood.

On YouTube, they just seemed to catch them in the mountains without much effort.

“What’s going on? Why?”

[Forget about Termites for now. It seems better to observe something else instead.]

An alarm rang.

I didn’t think much of it at first, but then I saw something I couldn’t possibly ignore.

[On the 4th Floor we targeted, there was another Swarm. They were not detected during the previous aerial Reconnaissance. These creatures mainly inhabit underground and terrestrial areas.]

“Ants?”

From the description, they sounded like Ants.

On the displayed screen, there were beings on the ground clashing with our Scouts, which were based on Giant Hornets.

They were large but had an overall structure resembling Ants, with a head, thorax, and abdomen.

“…?”

[Do not underestimate them. Their Swarm is the Rulers of the 4th Floor.]

A White Ant, which had been in a standoff, suddenly opened its jaws and sprayed some kind of liquid like an Anti-Air Attack.

The liquid hit one of the Scouts.

I was speechless as I watched the part it touched dissolve helplessly with smoke rising.
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I barely managed to accept it.

That’s right. Over there is another world, an alien world.

Nothing is strange, no matter what happens.

Even on Earth, ants spray poison and acid.

“No, but how does it make sense to spray hydrochloric acid?!”

Giving up on finding the termites, I returned home, bitten by the acid mosquitoes.

Bloodsucking is something even we humans can do, so mosquitoes—or rather, useless pests—were truly good for nothing.

[Remember this well. That cave is no ordinary labyrinth; do not underestimate it.]

“I know that.”

A King Crab-Sized Giant Spider, a Six-Tailed Giant Scorpion, and so on.

I already knew that the place, home to monsters that could rival Earth’s Paleozoic era, was an extraordinary place where no creature popping out would be surprising.

[Today’s events will be recorded in the species’ history. This is the day our species first encountered a worthy opponent.]

“…Can we win?”

[No one knows that. But one thing is certain: our swarm does not stop. If there is an obstacle, we break it. If there is an enemy, we devour it. That is the only choice.]

“Growing and growing endlessly… What happens afterward? What if you consume the entire world?”

[Then we will consume another world.]

There was a glint of madness in the words.

I didn’t say much in response to it.

I simply searched online for websites selling termites for breeding.


What was most important in this game, I thought to myself.

And the conclusion I reached was that it all came down to luck in the gacha system and the player’s financial resources—or rather, their abilities.

“…”

That was why, after quitting my part-time job, I spent my precious weekend on a train heading to the shop.

It was faster for me to go there myself than to rely on delivery services.

[I don’t understand. You could just take it. Didn’t you say you were short on money?]

“That’s theft.”

[For just a single ant?]

“…Honestly, I’m tempted.”

Wouldn’t it be fine to just sneak away with one ant?

Worst case, I could grab a recently deceased specimen and take it.

But as I neared my destination, I decided not to do anything suspicious.

What if I got caught trying to save a few bucks and ended up being interrogated?

In my current state, I couldn’t explain the phenomenon where taking a photo would make something vanish.

“This is about stockpiling power in preparation for war.”

I photographed the termites I had purchased and teleported them to the nest.

The swarm, which broke down the termites at the microbial level, had now acquired the ability to digest wood.

I returned to the back hill.

Technically, stealing wood was also illegal.

I wasn’t sure about other things, but I had no choice in this matter.


In the depths of the forest, where there were no CCTV cameras, I discreetly found a fallen log on the ground and took a photo of it.

Due to the 20kg limit, only a portion of it was teleported, leaving the rest behind.

“What’s the harm in some wood?”

[We will combine the newly acquired ability with our existing capabilities to maximize efficiency.]

Threadlike strands began to stretch out toward the log that had fallen in the center of the nest.

The supplies had safely arrived in preparation for the war.

Now, all that was left was to wage war using the supplies we had obtained.

[The swarm, having replenished its nutrients, began preparing for war. Even the dormant nest reawakened, producing soldiers once again.]

The swarm was intelligent.

The various genes it absorbed were not limited to just physical traits.

By mimicking and combining the combat methods embedded in the genes of each species, it created its own strategies and tactics.

In particular, the art of collective tactics had already been acquired from the genes of ants and bees.

[The swarm dispatched its reconnaissance unit. They planned to continue engaging in skirmishes with them, drawing out everything about them. Winged soldiers were deployed. Once again, they placed their units that sprayed saliva at the frontlines.]

Compared to Earth’s ants, they were incredibly strong.

But we had prepared thoroughly as well.

And in a war between swarms, we had another weapon.

[The swarm does not fall for the same attack twice.]

The scouts dodged the anti-air attacks they spewed with precise maneuvers.

If forces of similar size clashed, could we really lose?

We were one. We moved as a single body.


There was no fear, no inefficiency.

The scouts dove down, gripping the enemies with their strong jaws and feet.

Then they curled their tails and stabbed them with their poison stingers.

The full-scale war had begun.

[The swarm has made its decision. Victory is achievable.]

Switching the screen, I saw the main force, which had been on standby, beginning to advance in unison.

Massive heads, powerful jaws, and sturdy exoskeletons.

The unit had been modified to suit the enemies that burrowed and lived underground.

[The enemies, focused on the winged scouts, noticed our main force. But it was already too late. Despite suffering from the strong acidic attacks they unleashed, we continued advancing forward.]

I held my breath as I watched the scene unfold.

Their organizational strength was no match for ours.

In this war, our goal was the annihilation of the enemy, while their goal was survival.

History, even human history, had proven time and time again that those prioritizing survival would fall before those who attacked with no regard for death.

The White Cave Ants, struggling for survival in this otherworld, could not stop the swarm, which moved purely with the intent to kill.

The entire cave aperture turned into a battlefield.

Even other creatures that had wandered in became collateral damage, devoured by us.

[We achieved victory on the battlefield. They began desperately blocking the entrance to their burrow with their bodies.]

Victory was ours in the war that engulfed the entire cave aperture.

The enemies retreated to their fortress.

But we had already anticipated this.

Our secret weapon emerged.

A snake, its head covered in thick armor.

It wasn’t large, but it was enough to pierce through their burrow.

Even if they spewed acid, the thick armor provided enough time to push through.

One by one, the rest of the forces began entering the pierced burrow.

Why was I so tense over raiding a single ant nest?

But in truth, the tide had already turned long ago.

The opponent, who had engaged in a direct contest of strength from the start, was shattered, and the defenseless enemy, unable to mount any meaningful resistance, was now being slaughtered.

[You must think of the bigger picture.]

“…To prepare for when this small war grows larger?”

It was an undeniable truth.

The swarm would never settle here.

It would continue to grow and face even bigger enemies.

[The queen of the enemies was dismembered, and the larvae and eggs were consumed as food. We have won the swarm’s war. This will be recorded in history.]

I glanced at the clock.

Just four hours.

In four hours, the White Cave Ant Colony that ruled the Fourth Stratum had been conquered by us.

And that wasn’t the end of it.

The vanquished enemies left us their legacy.

Their weapons could now become ours.

Weapons capable of taking down the Beings of the Upper Floors.

“Never taking a break, are you?”

[Even in the moments we rest, our nutrients are consumed.]

The Swarm does not stop.

*

“…”

The tranquil cave aperture.

This particularly wide area, centered around the lake, was rich in vegetation.

That meant it was abundant in nutrients.

The fungi that grew here had formed colonies of enormous mushrooms, each the size of a small child.

A toad living in this area lazily snatched up something crawling on the ground and swallowed it in one gulp.

This toad, roughly the size of a small dog, relished the popping texture in its mouth.

Unlike the massive colony reigning over the lower stratum, the White Cave Ants, armed with strong acid, only managed to survive in small groups here, making them one of the lowest lifeforms.

The toad yawned broadly and then began to move toward another location.

It reached the periphery of the cavern.

The toad, idly twitching its sensory organs, suddenly looked down at its feet.

[Now is the time to hunt higher forms of life and grow the size of our swarm.]

Countless ants—or rather, monsters that could barely be called ants—swarmed and began clinging to the toad’s body.

The toad leaped and shook its body to fling them off.

However, other monsters hovering in mid-air buzzed toward the toad.

[This is a new venom combined with strong acid. It is a lethal venom that melts the target’s nerves and blood vessels.]

The venom injected by the poison stingers attached to their tails was no longer ordinary bee venom.

Even the toad’s thick skin, immune to acid, could not withstand the direct injection of acid into its body.

Thrashing in desperation against the relentless assault, the toad’s massive body gradually collapsed.

[The predator of predators is also our prey.]

Something that had spotted the toad’s corpse quickly cut through the mid-air and swooped in.

It was a large bat with two pairs of wings covered in a membrane.

But the moment it grabbed the toad with its claws—

The swarm covering the toad’s body swarmed onto the bat as well.

The startled bat took flight.

Although its body was covered in fur, its skin was much thinner than the toad’s leather-like hide.

The swarm’s soldiers clung tenaciously to the bat’s body, biting into the thin membrane of its flapping wings.

[…This is only the beginning.]

The bat, with its wings now in tatters, eventually wobbled and crashed to the ground.

This was the moment when the Black Wave, climbing up from the lowest level of the labyrinth, began to overturn the ecosystem of the labyrinth in earnest.
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“If you go outside, wouldn’t it be better if you at least learned photosynthesis?”

[Whether you can actually learn the ability of plants aside, how can you know what lies at the end of this labyrinth?]

“I was just trying to hold onto some hope.”

As usual, I sent the wood I chopped from the back hill and assessed the situation.

Even the seemingly strong animals of the Fifth Stratum couldn’t endure the collective lynching and were eventually devoured one by one.

It was inevitable. Those creatures were nothing more than solitary beasts that didn’t form groups.

In comparison, the ants of the Fourth Stratum, which formed colonies and attacked in swarms, seemed much stronger.

[The abundant prey of the Fifth Stratum provided ample energy and greatly contributed to the evolution of our species. This, too, will go down in history. This marks the moment we evolve into more advanced lifeforms.]

“…I suppose we need to bulk up. We can’t live as ants forever.”

The swarm that had consumed the relatively advanced animals of the Fifth Stratum began to grow in size.

Until now, there had been a lack of data on larger animals, but not anymore.

The more data accumulated, the faster and more diverse the modifications and optimizations that had previously been underutilized.

[Soldiers based on toads, reinforced with carapaces and adjusted physiques, are now harvesting mushrooms and breaking them down.]

The newly created soldiers, as a first step, were large.

With their strong mandibles, they crushed the sizable mushrooms into fine pieces.

The crushed mushrooms were further broken down by the roots extending from the nest and smaller decomposers, converting them into nutrients.

In fact, the nutrients in those thick, large mushrooms seemed several times greater than the wood I had been supplying.

[The new soldiers also dominated the air, hunting those who lived on the walls and ceilings.]

Classifying and dividing unit types was something we had already done even at the cellular level.


Although the toads served as the base, the resemblance ended with their quadrupedal vertebrate structure.

The new swarm soldiers, deserving of the name ‘hybrid,’ featured slender bodies, bat wings, carapaces, mandibles, and even a poison stinger on their tails. They flapped their wings and set out to scout the next stratum.

I left the area as well.

It was time to eat.

“What kind of game are you even playing?”

“Huh?”

Caught off guard by the sudden question, I hesitated while eating my meal.

My younger sister, Kang Do-Yeon, had stopped eating and was staring at me with a frown.

She glanced at the mobile phone I had left on the table.

“It’s nothing.”

“You whined so much about the upcoming exam, but here you are, just playing mobile games.”

“Why are you suddenly so interested?”

I chuckled lightly. Normally, she didn’t care what I was up to.

“Never mind. Anyway, the exam ends next week, doesn’t it?”

“That’s right.”

As we talked, I realized why she had brought this up.

There was no way I could have forgotten.

“I remember Dad’s death anniversary, so don’t worry about it.”

“…Alright.”

She glanced at me cautiously, then quietly resumed eating.


The atmosphere had turned a bit awkward, but it would pass soon enough.

After finishing my meal, I got up from my seat first.

“Speaking of the game… When does the tutorial even end? Why isn’t my account level going up?”

[The tutorial ends when you pass the Ninth Stratum, reaching the 10th Stratum.]

“How arbitrary.”

Even the Sixth Floor Level was falling to us now.

At this rate of growth, it didn’t seem like it would be too difficult.

[Look. This is proof that the swarm is evolving into a more advanced lifeform.]

The screen displayed a peculiar scene.

This was the lowest layer, the origin of our kind.

Now, the entire cavern had been overtaken by our nest, and grotesque flesh walls pulsed throughout the area.

“Ugh…”

[Does it seem disgusting? Those pulsating flesh walls mimic the reproductive organs of advanced lifeforms.]

“Why on earth?”

[It’s for the sake of efficiency.]

Frowning, I examined the flesh walls.

According to the explanation, these walls were essentially enlarged, isolated reproductive organs.

In other words, this was the nest.

The swarm was now beginning to specialize its functions.

Production focused solely on production, while thought was dedicated to thought.


[The newly refined production system has started operating.]

The pulsation of the flesh walls grew stronger, and something began to emerge, tearing through the fleshy structures.

What appeared were large eggs.

[The swarm has moved beyond mere replication, introducing the concept of growth. This has drastically improved the energy efficiency required to nurture troops.]

The eggs produced by the flesh walls grew quickly, though not as fast as before, and hatched.

These nests were spreading throughout the entire stratum, and hundreds, if not thousands, of such eggs were being produced.

[And look. Proper brain tissue is also being developed. This even incorporates a form of investment. The swarm has already recognized the need for advanced and specialized neural networks. This, too, will go down in history. While it may take time, the sufficiently advanced brain of our species will undoubtedly develop an ego.]

The lowest layer housed more than just production facilities.

At the deepest, safest point lay a single brain connected to the swarm.

For now, it was just a rudimentary structure with limited utility. But as more data accumulated, that brain would undoubtedly grow larger.

*

“What is this?”

[It’s a new type of enemy.]

The moment I woke up, still groggy, I reached for my mobile phone.

There was no need to check the time. The faint light outside the window told me it was still early dawn.

“What?”

Rubbing my eyes, I looked at the screen.

In the 7th Layer, where our initial reconnaissance had revealed nothing special, our newly produced large scout troopers had been annihilated.

[Once again, the same thing has happened. What was previously undetectable by smaller scouts has now reacted.]

“What on earth are those?”

Another scout was dispatched.

This time, it was a smaller unit based on a bee.

The new scout managed to locate the enemies that had eluded detection last time.

[They’re two-winged bats, the same enemies we hunted in the Fifth and Sixth Strata.]

“…Why are there so many of them?”

The cavern’s ceiling came into view.

Packed densely along it were bats, their numbers easily in the hundreds.

Knowing that these alien bats were each the size of a small child sent shivers down my spine.

[They’re not quite a swarm. They merely live together and hunt individually across different strata.]

“Even so, if that many gang up on us, we can’t win. Look at the physical difference.”

I muttered with a dry laugh, beginning to grasp the situation.

The conclusion I reached was that it was impossible.

Engaging these bats in a direct confrontation was beyond the current strength of the swarm.

We could produce combat units of similar size and skill, but we wouldn’t be able to match their numbers.

[That’s not for us to worry about.]

“What?”

[Didn’t we already say? The swarm doesn’t stop. In fact, we’re excited. If we can turn all that meat into nutrients, we can, in turn, produce a large-scale force like those bats.]

“So, how do you plan to fight them?”

[…Trust us.]

The swarm had already begun to move.

Its exact intentions were still unclear, but at least it didn’t seem to be planning a direct confrontation.

Far from replenishing its forces, it was even recycling its existing troops back into nutrients by killing them.

“This is really intriguing.”

I got dressed for the day.

I had planned to do some last-minute cramming for the exam today.

[The swarm has formulated its first tactic.]

Before long, the swarm began to release the energy it had accumulated.

I carefully observed the state of the nest.

From the small eggs, something started crawling out once again.

[The first strategy chosen by the swarm was a despicable tactic. However, whether it would work remained uncertain.]

There were small creatures crawling along the walls.

These creatures possessed only a single weapon.

A poison stinger. And within those stingers was the most potent acidic poison created by the swarm.

The moment the swarm determined that a head-on confrontation was difficult, it opted for this type of covert warfare.

[Indeed, the poison stingers and acidic poison were effective against bats. However, the success rate was not very high. A few bats, caught off guard, fell to the ground, but bats were creatures that naturally fed on such small organisms.]

The exchange rate was poor.

The bats easily detected the approaching poison bugs and devoured them.

The acidic poison was meaningless unless injected directly into the bloodstream.

Moreover, the bats and other organisms in this cave already had a basic resistance to ingested poisons, thanks to their mushroom-based diet.

“What now? It feels like we’ve tried everything we could.”

[The swarm has chosen its second tactic.]

As I prepared to leave, I kept an eye on the progress.

There didn’t seem to be any additional movements.

However, in the lowest layer, the flesh walls that covered the Second Floor Level began to harden rapidly.

“This is…”

[Due to the explosive energy required, the swarm temporarily put the nests of two strata into dormancy.]

For what purpose?

I turned the screen to the entrance of the Sixth Floor Level.

There, I realized the swarm’s intent and let out a dry laugh.

[Imitating the tactics of the White Cave Ants that resisted within their fortress, the swarm has decided to engage in siege warfare.]

“This doesn’t seem like the siege warfare I know.”

Since when did siege warfare mean striking the fortress itself?
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Bats are not a legion.

They simply gather and live in groups.

Therefore, they had no interest in what exactly was on the ground covered by their own excrement.

Some individuals noticed anomalies but simply ignored them and went out to hunt.

[How foolish and ignorant. What could you expect from such beasts? But for us, this is an opportunity.]

“Unbelievable…”

A sigh, almost an exclamation, escaped my lips.

The Flesh Wall that had stretched out had completely covered part of the 7th Layer.

Those rapidly dividing masses of flesh over the course of just one day were not nests.

For the Swarm, this was a new kind of nest, built after the production nest and brain, a type of forward base designed for combat.

[The Swarm posed a question. Should we annihilate them here and now? And the Swarm answered itself. The answer was no. Simply driving them out would suffice.]

“Why is that? We’ve invested a lot of energy into this.”

[Because it’s only a matter of time before they all become our prey anyway.]

The Swarm wages war against the bats.

The bats were more likely to flee than to fight to the death.

And where would those displaced bats go?

They had no choice but to move up or down.

[Those heading down to the lower strata will become our food, and the hundreds of bats flooding the upper stratum will cause fractures in the balance.]

“We’ll take advantage of those fractures and chaos to profit.”


[Exactly. When the existing ecosystem collapses due to sudden chaos, we will consume it entirely.]

Clever and cunning.

But undeniably effective as a strategy.

Whether the bats were eaten or ate, the number of prey would either increase or decrease.

The Swarm intended to devour all of that prey.

“But really, what are they planning to do by covering the wall with that flesh?”

[They’ve built a fortress, so now it’s time to launch a preemptive strike from a distance.]

The Flesh Wall quivered.

What exactly were they planning to attack with?

A few bats seemed curious, casting glances, but they didn’t move, as if their intelligence wasn’t high enough to grasp the situation.

But at that moment—

“…What?”

“Screeeech!”

“Screech! Screech!”

The bats let out horrifying cries, spreading their wings and flailing wildly.

In the chaos, at least several dozen bats fell to the ground with a thud.

What on earth had just happened?

[The Swarm mimicked the White Cave Ant’s strategy. While they spat acid from their mouths, we developed and launched an even more potent form of acidic poison. Poison stingers launched from the Flesh Wall embedded themselves into the enemies’ bodies. These weren’t just ordinary stingers. They were made of a hollow bone-like substance.]

“Insane.”

This method was beyond my imagination.


And it worked exceptionally well.

The bats’ hide was thin.

Furthermore, their wings, covered in a membrane, were even more fragile.

This made them extremely vulnerable to the poison stingers.

If hundreds of them clustered together, the effect was amplified.

[The Swarm’s plan worked. The bats, feeling threatened, chose to flee in confusion rather than confront us directly. Victory is ours.]

The now-empty 7th Layer was ours.

The nest continued to grow, snuffing the life out of the trembling bats that had fallen to the ground, consuming every drop of their blood and every strand of their fur as nutrients.

But in this situation, the real chaos was likely unfolding in the 8th Floor above.

Hundreds of frenzied bats must have swarmed there in a single surge.

“An irresistible momentum, indeed.”

[That’s how it might seem. But that’s not the case.]

I mumbled lightly as I left the exam, but the Swarm immediately refuted my words, making me feel awkward.

“What do you mean it’s not?”

[The Swarm merely identified the most efficient strategy and executed it effectively. We still do not possess overwhelming power.]

“…”

Should I call it thorough?

Regardless, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of burden.

[Your account level has risen to Level 2. The number of available specimens has increased to 20, and the allocatable feed limit has increased to 40 kg.]

“So, basically, you’re telling me to keep working?”


I let out a hollow laugh.

But if that was the issue I, the Player, had to handle, there was no choice.

I had to do it.

“For now, let’s make do with wood.”

[Do you have a plan in mind?]

“…Not really.”

It was a particularly tricky problem.

Where could I find cheap, easily obtainable, high-calorie food?

After chatting a bit with my colleagues, I returned home.

“Both of you are free tomorrow afternoon, right?”

Our mother, who came home late from work, called out to me and my younger sister.

Both of us, already aware, nodded.

[Could there be an issue with our grand plan…]

“It’s nothing like that, you lunatic. We’re just stepping out for a bit.”

Back in my room, I addressed the Swarm sharply as it crossed the line.

“Tomorrow, we’re going to visit Dad.”

What use was there in telling this to some unknown hacker?

Sighing, I sat down on the bed.

It’s been exactly ten years now.

Ten years since we saw our father brutally torn apart and killed in front of us.

Even though I considered myself an adult now, the mere thought of those events was unbearable.

“Let’s focus on other concerns. Like what to add as specimens. I don’t think I can waste this opportunity recklessly.”

[That’s a good idea.]

“Isn’t it about time we moved on from insects? Sure, the creatures in your world are horrendous and tough, but the animals here are all so docile.”

My thoughts expanded to reptiles, birds, and mammals.

The problem was how to acquire those.

Honestly, when I looked at that rough and ghastly Alien Cave, there were creatures I wanted to add that were similar, but they were far too dangerous for me to approach.

*

“Visiting will surely make Dad happy.”

“…Yeah.”

“Let’s go now.”

Ten years. By now, it was a routine.

Unlike her usual personality, my younger sister, rigid and silent, left the place first.

When the tragedy occurred, he was only seven years old, so the shock must have been much greater for him.

[Is everything done? The Swarm currently controls the 8th Floor.]

A message scrolled on my mobile phone screen.

I didn’t bother opening the app.

It managed things on its own, and if there was a major issue, it would notify me.

Closing my mobile phone, I glanced at the rearview mirror.

The columbarium building grew distant.

“We should visit more often.”

The voice of my mother was soft and damp.

I kept my mouth shut.

Ten years had passed, and yet, no matter how accustomed I became, it was always the same.

“Oh dear, I guess we should head back now.”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

The car, which had been moving smoothly even amidst the silence, came to a halt as it was blocked by a sea of other vehicles filling the road.

Up ahead, soldiers and police officers were swarming.

The police were blowing whistles, redirecting the cars.

“Attention, everyone! A Gate is about to open ahead!”

“This area is under control! Turn around and leave!”

Some of the police officers were shouting nonstop through loudspeakers.

Seeing the soldiers gathered, I had a hunch, and it seemed my guess was correct—it was indeed a Gate.

“It’s okay. The soldiers are already prepared. There must be Hunters as well.”

“Y-Yes.”

I held my mother’s hand, which was gripping the gear shift tightly.

Her hand was cold and trembling continuously.

My mother was still extremely terrified of Gates and the Monsters that poured out of them.

Not that anyone wasn’t afraid of those Monsters, but for her, it was particularly worse.

And it was understandable. Those things were the Hell Monsters that had once driven our family to ruin.

Back then, ten years ago, the Response System and people’s methods of dealing with them were all immature.

When those creatures launched their hellish attack, my father sacrificed himself to protect my younger self and my mother. After that day, things became more systematic, and skills were developed.

I bit my lip for no reason.

Those creatures were not only the stuff of nightmares but also my nemeses.

Of course, I was nothing more than an ordinary person.

Even during my time in the military, I was absurdly lucky never to have been deployed due to a Gate incident.

“Look over there. Are those Hunters?”

At that moment, my mother pointed at something in the distance.

Far away, silhouetted figures could be seen descending from a helicopter.

The ones who fought against the Monsters were soldiers and people like those who had special powers.

“The Demonic Creatures will come out.”

“…Let’s turn around quickly.”

Kang Do-Yeon, who had been silent, finally spoke up, urging my mother.

However, my gaze was still fixed in that direction.

[The prey and specimens you mentioned—are you referring to those Otherworldly Monsters?]

My heart skipped a beat as I read the message.

Useless pieces of trash.

I couldn’t help but feel the strong urge to use them as feed for our little ones.

“Yes, you’re right. I’ve been considering using the Monsters as feed and specimens.”

I confessed openly once I was back in my room.

I wasn’t even sure if it was possible to take photos of those creatures, whose corpses were strictly controlled.

If I managed to pull it off, the issue wouldn’t be the photograph but whether I’d survive the attempt.

[It might be difficult for now. But if you grow—grow even more—it might be different.]

“How exactly?”

[Our relationship isn’t one-sided. Someday, when the Swarm’s Consciousness emerges, ask them. Ask how they perceive your existence and how they can repay the grace they’ve received.]

“How reassuring.”

I let out a snort, but it didn’t feel bad.

It was nice to know that my efforts were being recognized and appreciated.

[To achieve that, we must continue to fight and consume. We’re now at the 8th Floor. Beyond that lies them—the spiders that have consistently blocked our reconnaissance operations.]

At the same time, a new goal was set for us.
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Chapter 8

A subtle change began to emerge in this enormous and immense cave, the age of which was impossible to determine.

In the grand scheme of the cave, it was an insignificant change occurring in one of its countless branches.

However, the change was undoubtedly growing in size.

For now, amidst the silence, those in the lowest layer were starting to set their sights higher.

“Are reptiles still the dominant ones?”

[Armed with rough and tough hide, and with their whip-like tails tipped with sturdy armor.]

The screen displayed a giant lizard.

The lizard, about the size of a large dog, swung its whip-like tail and sliced one of our deployed soldiers in half as it stood atop a pile of bat carcasses.

Once again, it was a stark reminder of how overwhelmingly powerful the creatures of this cave were, even if they were extraterrestrial life forms.

“There’s no way we’re managing with insect-sized troops anymore.”

[That’s correct. It means our species must evolve one step further as a whole.]

We increased our size as well.

Insects were no longer our base form.

We became higher, more evolved entities.

No matter how sharp and flexible the whip-like tail of a lizard might be, it could not single-handedly defeat the numerous soldiers who had transferred the robust leg muscles of a giant toad to their arms.

The soldiers borrowed mandibular joints modeled after ants, opening their mouths wide to the sides and sinking their solid teeth into the enemy.

“In the end, it’s the same. Honestly, to fight us head-on, the opposing side would need to be at least army-level as well.”

Despite the tension, the result was one-sided.

As long as there was no physical disparity, even a large number of enemies could not defeat us.


It was no different from larger creatures like mantises or rats being decimated by a swarm of ants.

To stop a swarm, an equivalent ‘swarm’ had to be present.

[The 8th Floor was already in disarray before we even entered, just as we planned. The native creatures of this stratum ultimately couldn’t put up proper resistance and became nothing more than food for our swarm.]

Thus, we passed through the 8th Floor, ravaged by bats, and advanced into the 9th Floor.

[Look at them. The giant armored spiders that once blocked our reconnaissance. But now, they are nothing more than prey for us.]

Surprisingly, the conquest of the 9th Floor was easier than anticipated.

The once insurmountable wall that was the giant spider now seemed like nothing more than a trivial creature.

[Indeed, the swarm knows how strong we’ve become. These new soldiers, based on toads and modified for long-range attacks from our past experiences.]

The newly crafted soldiers with sturdy bodies crawled into position.

Like self-propelled artillery planting spades for bombardment, they firmly anchored themselves in place.

At the same time, their skin tore open to reveal sharp bony thorns at the ends.

[They can generate these thorns using specific nutrients absorbed internally. Additionally, a unique muscle mechanism allows them to eject the thorns externally at high pressure. Now, the thorns have been launched. Poisonous thorns laced with lethal venom.]

The thorns, cutting through the air, struck the unsuspecting spiders.

Even with their tough armor, the poisonous thorns shattered their carapaces.

[It will still take some time to stabilize the 9th Floor. However, separate from that, the swarm has decided to send out scouts to update the map.]

“Of course.”

Although crude at first, the importance of reconnaissance was already known to us.

The swarm quickly deployed scouts.

[And congratulations. You’ve broken through the 10th Stratum and cleared the tutorial.]

“…I forgot about that.”


[After the tutorial comes Chapter 1. And the tutorial reward is yours to choose.]

The so-called tutorial, which had essentially been nothing but live combat, suddenly made this announcement, and then a different set of contents appeared on the screen.

The screen split into three, revealing three rewards.

[Reward 1: Assassination Authority – One Use]

[Reward 2: 1000 Gold]

[Reward 3: Species Preservation Right – One Use]

“I have no idea what any of these are supposed to be.”

Staring blankly at the words, I rubbed my eyes.

Expecting something like food or specimens as rewards, the actual options were entirely unexpected.

[Of course you wouldn’t. Tutorial rewards are the same for all players. So, there won’t be rewards tailored specifically to our species.]

“What’s Assassination Authority? What about the gold? The shop feature hasn’t even been unlocked yet.”

[The Assassination Authority is exactly what it sounds like. When you encounter a powerful enemy someday, you can designate that enemy and eliminate them without question.]

“…Ridiculous.”

Just hearing about it was enough to recognize its overpowered nature.

Which meant it was best to save it no matter what.

The question was whether picking the Assassination Authority now was the right choice.

“Is the gold for the purpose I think it is?”

[If you want to know in advance, I’ll tell you. After Chapter 3, the shop feature will unlock. You’ll be able to purchase a few items there.]

“Is the Species Preservation Right… a kind of escape capsule?”

With the explanation, I could roughly understand.


It was now time to make a choice.

Honestly, I didn’t deliberate for too long.

Gold, the value of which I couldn’t yet determine and couldn’t use, was unnecessary.

The Species Preservation Right could serve as a trump card given our cell-level growth capabilities.

But rather than worrying about a defeat that hadn’t even happened yet, it seemed more logical to struggle for victory.

“I’ll go with the Assassination Authority.”

[The reward has been added to your inventory.]

“Ouch!”

At that moment, I flinched from a sudden sharp sensation and hastily examined my right hand.

A black mark had appeared on the back of my hand—a tattoo I never thought I’d have in my life.

[Use the item wisely. Both for the swarm and for yourself. Neither can survive without the other. Use the item at the moment you need it most.]

“…As if I’d ever need to use this in reality.”

I muttered while rubbing the back of my hand.

Regret briefly crossed my mind, wondering if I should’ve chosen the gold to sell for cash instead.

[While stabilizing the 8th and 9th Floors, the swarm removed the spider webs and sent scouts to the 10th Stratum. This marks the official beginning after the tutorial.]

The humming BGM shifted into a darker, more ominous tone.

Perhaps because of that, I felt slightly tense.

“It’s vast.”

[The map is updating. But even the swarm was surprised. This is just one of the countless branches of the cave. The 10 strata the swarm has consumed are merely a tiny part of this vast network.]

I tapped the history tab.

Among the records of the past, the words “a world beyond the newly created world” caught my eye.

[It was a moment when the definition of the world known to the swarm expanded. Realizing that the territory they had conquered was but a speck in this vast world came as a shock.]

“Are they intimidated?”

[Do you still not understand the swarm?]

I made an offhand remark, only to be scolded.

The swarm’s scouts explored the vast cavern.

It was like a corridor, open and expansive, but soon they discovered a ‘room’ adjacent to it.

[While vegetation developed around flowing water as before, the scale was different.]

In the dim light of luminous stones, the first thing that caught my eye was the glowing eyes of a massive two-headed lizard amidst a colossal mushroom colony.

The lizard was devouring a frog-like creature.

The problem was its size.

The lizard was about as large as a compact car, and the frog being eaten was at least the size of a large dog.

One of the two heads of the blue-scaled lizard suddenly turned toward the flying scout.

And at that moment.

“Eek!”

Azure flames engulfed the screen, which then turned completely black.

[Do you see it now? The flora and fauna of this labyrinth are not to be underestimated.]

“No, but how does it even make sense for it to breathe fire?!”

It wasn’t a dragon; it was just a lizard.

Of course, objectively speaking, the flames just now were probably no more than spray-can level.

But that wasn’t the point right now.

[Are you afraid?]  

“Rather than afraid… it’s more like, no matter what I add now, it doesn’t seem like it would help at all.”  

[That’s not an issue at all.]  

The calm response made me feel like I was the one shrinking back in front of that lizard.  

[Finding answers, thinking, modifying, and acting—all of that is the work of the swarm. Think about it. If a god truly existed, do you think it would meddle and intervene in every little thing like an overprotective parent? All you need to do is provide clues and variables.]  

“Is that really all it takes?”  

[Do not underestimate them. Right now, the swarm is rejoicing. They are excited once again. They see those as prey, as nourishment. Consuming them will make us stronger.]  

I realized it once more.  

The swarm neither stops nor feels fear.  

The concept of death does not exist for them.  

If they die, they simply return to the colony as nutrients and are reborn to fight again.  

“My values about life, death, and the soul are shaking.”  

[One day, to them, you will become those very values.]  

I had merely mumbled a single phrase, yet the words that surfaced were profound.  

One day. Was it referring to the time when they would come to understand my existence and concept?  

[The 8th and 9th Strata still hold sufficient energy. Using this stored energy, the swarm has prepared for war once more. The target is the Fungi Forest, where the newly discovered Two-Headed Lizard resides.]  

The swarm prepared for war once again.  
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Chapter 9

[The Swarm is no longer a mere mass of cells. It is now a faction that has devoured an entire ecosystem.]

The concept of territorial expansion was easy to understand.

After all, humans often expanded their territories and increased their productivity after winning wars.

[The Energy obtained from devouring the 8th Floor and 9th Floor has become a foothold, allowing the Swarm to occupy this entire area.]

“But this isn’t just occupation…”

[This is the Swarm’s way.]

I clicked my tongue as I looked at the screen.

It was a mistake to think of it simply as territorial expansion.

The entrance from the 9th Floor to the corridor of the 10th Stratum was gradually being covered by a writhing Flesh Wall.

That sticky, squirming mass of flesh was the Swarm itself, alive and expanding its domain.

At this point, it felt more accurate to say the Swarm was increasing its size rather than expanding its territory.

By the time the Flesh Wall, which grew steadily, reached the vicinity of the target cavern, it was already evening.

[Small Scouts conducted a more detailed reconnaissance of the target location. The Swarm has begun producing soldiers tailored to counter the enemy.]

“The same lizard, huh…”

[Indeed. Based on the current data the Swarm possesses, it is the most efficient and powerful form.]

It was armored with thick, black carapace resembling scales, equipped with robust jaws and long limbs.

The Swarm’s most advanced group tactics still resembled those of ants and bees.

While the base was the strength-focused lizard, its operation was similar to that of ants.

[New soldiers growing from eggs will emerge by tomorrow. Then we will attack the target, massacre it, and devour it.]


“I don’t think we’ll lose.”

It was sincere.

The colossal blue lizard we observed was undoubtedly the largest enemy we had encountered so far.

It could rightly be called a boss monster.

But I was confident of victory.

The Swarm’s strength did not lie solely in its soldiers but also in its nest, stored nutrients, accumulated data, and cognitive abilities.

There was no way a single entity could stop this collective force.

[The Swarm initiated a reconnaissance battle.]

Naturally, the Swarm made the first move.

In the vast cavern filled with dense mushroom forests, the enemy was there.

The ruler of this cavern. If we could subdue it, the entire area would belong to us.

[The Scouts launched the first attack on the enemy. Their weapon was the poison stinger attached to their tails. However, the massive lizard neither spewed fire nor hesitated; with a single swing of its tail, it killed three Scouts. One managed to land on its back and stab a poison stinger, but the stinger broke.]

“…It’s strong.”

[The enraged creature spewed fire from its two heads. The Swarm has no resistance to fire. All the Scouts were defeated, and a portion of the Swarm that ceased activity became the enemy’s prey.]

The skirmish ended in an instant.

Watching the lizard roar in victory, I froze for a moment.

The overwhelming twin-headed lizard resembled a creature from a monster movie, far beyond the small ecosystem lizards we had faced before.

Did I miscalculate?

A sudden anxiety crept in.

[If you’re anxious, make a choice.]


[Assassination Authority.]

As if reading my mind, the screen displayed the item I possessed.

You’re leaving this to me?

My heart sank.

The outcome depended on the choice I made here.

Using the Assassination Authority would allow the Swarm to overcome this crisis easily and gain the creature’s power, becoming even stronger.

But what if the twin-headed lizard was considered weak in this area?

What if an endgame-level creature appeared later?

What would I do then?

“Hey… Is there no option to go back?! Can’t I review the reconnaissance records again?”

I shouted at the mobile phone.

But there was no response. Only the eerie music continued to play.

Even the usually talkative entity was silent.

I tore at my hair.

Why did it have to be at such a critical moment?

[If you decide not to use it, reconsider. The Swarm is not a pawn that moves solely as you wish. Regardless of your intent, it will fight to the death against the lizard. Even if you use the Assassination Authority too late, the energy consumed cannot be fully recovered.]

“No, save it. Who knows when we’ll need it. Let’s endure.”

I made my decision.

I didn’t use the Assassination Authority.

“Let’s save it for an even greater foe someday. You told me to trust you. So I will trust you.”


[…As expected, once again.]

“What?”

[The Swarm moves forward again. But what is it trying to do?]

“I feel like I need to help!”

Having assessed the enemy’s strength through reconnaissance, the Swarm prepared for its next attack.

Before things escalated further, I hurriedly ran out of the house.

Using my not-so-bright mind, I frantically thought about what I could do to help.

[The strategy chosen by the Swarm was a direct assault. The lizard’s scales would be impervious to poison stingers or jaws. Thus, it would send countless soldiers to overwhelm it with sheer force. This was a tactic learned from ants.]

“That’s too reckless. Even if we win, the casualties will be enormous.”

[Then what kind of strategy should we use instead?]

How would I know?

But what I could provide now wasn’t some powerful and unique trait or gene.

It was knowledge of various combat methods used by diverse creatures.

In reality, the Swarm had always replicated and applied the advantages of the creatures it consumed, whether they were provided specimens or those hunted in caves.

So if I shared those methods, the Swarm would undoubtedly find an answer among them.

[The Swarm swiftly interpreted and accurately analyzed the incoming information. The new specimens included Bomb Dust Beetles, centipedes, mantises, Hercules Beetles, cats, woodpeckers, magpies, crows…]

The entire Swarm paused.

The flood of information was so overwhelming that it caused a momentary lag in the collective.

[The Swarm understood the intent. More diverse tactics and strategies.]

Outwardly, the soldiers looked the same, but they had evolved to the next level.

By mimicking and modifying the behaviors and methods of the creatures they had assimilated, the Swarm established new combat strategies.

[The Swarm revised its Grand Strategy. The first action was to organically mix unit types and encircle the target.]

The Swarm moved again.

Its momentum was slightly different from before.

Native lifeforms blocking the path were trampled, and those that fled were not pursued.

[Distract the enemy’s attention and exploit the gaps in its scales. Focus relentlessly on the vital spots.]

Merely acquiring knowledge was of no use to itself.

But by processing and combining that knowledge, it could develop further.

“Krrk…”

The twin-headed lizard, sensing the anomaly, became flustered.

It had never been subjected to such a collective lynching before.

[The Swarm initiated the war. Its sole target was the enemy’s vital spot.]

“Graah!”

The enraged twin-headed lizard spewed fire.

Yet the Swarm did not retreat, even as it burned.

Once a strategy was established, they would see the mission through no matter what.

[The surrounded creature stomped its feet and lashed its tail, killing dozens at once. However, those lying in wait on the ground and in the air simultaneously pounced, covering its entire body. Through the exposed gap, a poisonous thorn struck one of its eyes deeply.]

From the beginning, the Swarm had focused its attacks on vulnerable areas like the eyes, reproductive organs, and excretory openings that were not protected by scales.

The startled twin-headed lizard let out a screech as it toppled the mushrooms and started to dash off, shaking its body.

[…The creature fell for The Swarm’s trickery. From the beginning, this place was a trap we had set.]

At the entrance of the cavern, the creature became entangled in the sticky spiderwebs that clung to its body.

The ambush unit, which had been lying in wait as quiet as a mouse, continuously sprayed more spiderwebs and potent chemical substances.

Terrible screams echoed not only through the cavern but throughout the entire passageway.

[The creature caught in the trap is losing its strength. It no longer has the energy to breathe fire. The Swarm mercilessly drove poison stingers into its remaining three eyes. Soon, the massive body stopped moving entirely.]

“…Ha.”

Victory. Watching this, I staggered and slumped down onto a bench.

I wondered if running around the mountain until this late at night was worth it.

[Blue-Scaled Twin-Headed Wyvern: 3a2002]

“Wyvern…?”

We had captured a grand foe.

Now, the creature was completely submerged within the flesh wall.

Unable to break its scales, the plan was to digest and decompose it whole.

[This is a moment recorded in history. Your efforts were not in vain. Without the diverse specimens you provided, without achieving the diversification of strategies and tactics through them, an efficient victory like this would not have been possible.]

“…Right.”

[Now we can begin devouring a much larger world.]

As always, The Swarm did not stop.

They were born with an instinct for endless voracious appetite, consuming everything in their path.

Staring blankly at my mobile phone, I stumbled as I descended the mountain.

“What’s with your face? Where on earth have you been?”

“…A lot happened. I’m really exhausted.”

Was my appearance shocking enough to alarm my younger sibling?

I let out a faint laugh, made up an excuse about exercising, and entered my room, closing the door behind me.

The mobile phone… was silent for now.

I recalled the emotions I had felt earlier this afternoon.

Why on earth had I been so desperate, running around like that?

It felt as if, in that moment, I was one with The Swarm.

It wasn’t simply because my life was at stake—such a detached reason wasn’t enough to explain it.

It was just… truly just that.

As I mulled over whether to interpret this feeling as affection, a hollow laugh escaped me.
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Chapter 10

[10th Stratum, a massive branch with countless smaller offshoots. We have determined the dominant species here to be Category 3a Lizards.]

The map was continuously being updated.

However, even without seeing the end of it, this place was incomparably massive compared to the ‘branch’ we had climbed up from.

The dominant creatures were lizards, but I felt apologetic calling them just “lizards.”

Winged lizards, swimming lizards, burrowing lizards, poison gas-emitting lizards, and so on…

Moreover, they were far too powerful to simply be considered reptiles.

[You are correct. Therefore, the Swarm has categorized the lizards here into two types. One consists of weak ones that can be easily devoured. The other consists of massive ones better described as Earth Dragons.]

“You have a plan, don’t you?”

[Of course.]

The Swarm immediately adapted its expansion strategies to the drastically altered environment after collecting data.

There were many powerful creatures here, like the Blue-Scaled Twin-Headed Wyvern we had previously captured.

To hunt such creatures, the Swarm Soldiers became even larger and tougher.

[One issue remains—the scales of the Blue-Scaled Twin-Headed Wyvern we previously hunted. Though the creature has already been digested and turned into our nutrients, its scales remain intact.]

“Why is that? Those scales, impervious to teeth and poison stingers, are incredibly desirable…”

[For now, we lack the enzymes to digest its scales.]

It was unfortunate that we couldn’t fully utilize the strength of such a formidable foe we had painstakingly defeated.

We succeeded in replicating its fire-breathing organ, but once we discovered that the fuel for the fire required compounds accumulated over time from mushrooms, we could no longer use the fire recklessly.

“Time and diversity are weaknesses of our species.”

Through this situation, I realized our vulnerabilities.


While we possess explosive growth rates, this accelerated time applies only to us.

We couldn’t change the equal flow of time for others.

Additionally, as the accumulated data increased and combinations became more advanced and diverse, gaps in essential components made realization increasingly difficult.

[The Swarm is well aware of this. That is why it seeks to consume even more. It is difficult… Our endless voracious appetite is both a medicine and a poison.]

Medicine and poison.

I agreed with that sentiment.

To solve this issue, the only solution was to grow even further.

[Look. Our next target is the cavern. It is dark and damp but hosts ample vegetation. Aquatic creatures also inhabit the flowing water.]

“Doesn’t seem like anything significant…”

[The Swarm agrees with that assessment. The soldiers are moving in immediately.]

The Swarm always conducts thorough reconnaissance.

If the target is deemed weak, it crushes them outright and annihilates the area.

Even if the enemy is strong, retreat is not an option.

The Swarm has already mastered the art of hunting powerful and massive creatures.

[So far, no faction comparable to the Swarm has been detected during reconnaissance. The lizards, the dominant species here, are strong individually but only form small groups.]

“In the end, it’s another massacre.”

Given the same size and number, ordinary life forms cannot defeat us.

The Swarm Soldiers, even if based on real animals, had grotesquely distorted forms.

Reproductive organs, digestive organs—any unnecessary parts were entirely removed, leaving only battle-essential components in their bodies.

Fight, fight, and fight again. When they fall, they return to the colony to replenish energy and are reborn as new soldiers in a miraculous cycle.


Our enemies weren’t just fighting individual soldiers but the entirety of this massive nest.

[The Swarm is taking over the cavern. No life can survive.]

It was the same scenery as always. I closed my mobile phone.

“Did you do well on the exam?”

“…No, I probably messed it up completely.”

It was likely that most students had finished their exams by now.

Sitting in the lecture room, I smiled bitterly and shook my head at my friend’s words.

I had spent more time looking at my mobile phone than my books—there was no way I had done well.

“Still, we should have a drink, right? Jinsoo and Myeongho are coming too.”

“…Should we?”

Alcohol? Honestly, I was tempted.

There was always a party after exams, and this time, it was the first opportunity for everyone to gather after completing their military service.

In the end, I made dinner plans right then and there.

“Are you playing a game? Come to think of it, you’ve been glued to your phone.”

“It’s nothing.”

I hid my mobile phone.

If anything important came up, I’d get a notification anyway.

Eventually, after the afternoon lecture ended, we met up before sunset and started drinking.

[Are you enjoying this? The act of consuming alcohol.]

“…Why ruin the mood all of a sudden?”


Just when we were happily chatting and drinking, with a slight buzz setting in.

I went to the restroom and habitually checked my mobile phone, smirking at the message that popped up.

There was nothing unusual when I glanced at the screen.

“You’re managing well enough on your own. There’s nothing else I need to add.”

[I’m not criticizing you for pursuing your desires. However, you have a mission that is very important to us as well.]

“…What nonsense are you spouting?”

[Survival. That is the most critical virtue of a Player. Your life is not yours alone.]

The moment I saw the message, I froze briefly.

And immediately after.

“Sudden Gate!”

“Evacuate immediately! Now!”

“There’s no time!”

Outside the restroom, chaos had already erupted.

There was no time to think.

I bolted out and ran with the crowd.

“Damn it, I was just starting to enjoy myself!”

“At least nothing major has happened yet, hyung…”

Amid the throng of panicked people, I gazed at the shimmering distortion in the distance.

That was a Gate—the calamity of the Otherworld that engulfed the world.

Oddly enough, I felt a pang of regret.

I didn’t know what would emerge, but it was still an opportunity to provide the Swarm with food and specimens.

Beyond the barricades set up firmly by the police, they stood.

Hunters—those granted the miraculous power of the Status Window to fight against those monsters.

Though less so now, Hunters had been idols and heroes to me as a child.

They were the hope who could avenge my grievances.

“Which company are they from?”

“Gaebyeok Corporation. It’s a mid-sized firm. Their lead Hunter is Cha Jiyeon?”

Of course, I wasn’t the only one who admired Hunters.

My friends beside me were looking up information on the Hunters who had rushed to the scene, as though they were celebrities.

“…Is that Cha Jiyeon?”

“Yeah. She’s C-Rank, so not that high, but maybe because it’s a mid-sized company.”

Listening to my friend’s words, I alternated between the scene and my mobile phone.

In the distance, barely visible, stood a woman in a black suit at the intersection.

And in the mobile phone profile, the woman with long sky-blue hair and blue eyes.

It was the same person.

Her hair and eye color were explained as transformations caused by her special ability rather than dye.

“The Gate has opened!”

“Cha Jiyeon’s special ability is electrokinesis, right?”

Now ten years into the era of Gates and monsters, people had grown accustomed to them, cheering as though watching a show.

And I was no exception.

I watched with nervous anticipation for about a minute.

“Ahhh!”

The moment something tore through space and appeared, a thunderbolt flashed from her body as she aimed her hand at the Gate. Lightning streaked along her outstretched arm, flashing multiple times.

A dazzling brightness, as if witnessing lightning up close, and deafening roars resounded repeatedly.

“Wow.”

“Crazy…”

The situation had ended.

Cha Jiyeon, still surrounded by Sparks, slowly lowered her hand. In front of the Gate, unidentifiable corpses spilled out in a line.

“Aren’t they supposed to be C-Rank…?”

“Yeah, what the—how is that C-Rank? It’s gotta be at least A-Rank!”

The overwhelming spectacle left people momentarily forgetting to cheer.

*

“That’s it for today, right?”

“Y-Yeah, Jiyeon. Good work. Hold on, let me handle some things first.”

Leaving the scene behind, Cha Jiyeon settled herself into the back seat.

Her Manager stepped out of the car briefly to speak with the police. Leaning back into the seat, she found herself alone in the car.

[The One is pleased. They say you are the most exceptional among their children.]

“Thank you.”

[The Thunderbolt Sorcery inherently strains your body. Do not overuse it.]

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

[Now, offer your blood.]

Alone in the car, she mumbled to herself as if entranced.

With the voice commanding her to offer blood, she let out a small sigh and retrieved a sharp Knife from her chest.

The Knife, adorned with an antique wooden handle, was a Bestowed Item unobtainable anywhere on Earth.

“Ugh…”

She drew the blade deeply across her palm.

Naturally, blood flowed down in streams, but the Knife absorbed all of it as if drinking.

Once a certain amount of blood had been absorbed, the wound on her palm healed instantly.

“When will I receive the next Bestowed Item?”

[When you train further, surpass the surrounding humans, and earn recognition among your kind as an S-Rank. Or, if you eliminate the Units of other Players.]

The enigmatic voice echoing in her mind disappeared just like that.

By the time her Manager returned to the car, she had already fallen asleep, exhausted.
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[Competition among players is natural.]

“Then how am I supposed to protect myself? The Swarm is…”

[That doesn’t matter. What’s important now is simply gaining strength. You just have to avoid dying stupidly.]

The screen changed.

Although uneasiness still lingered within me, I calmed myself with the thought that the game was still in its early stages.

[You survive, and the Swarm grows stronger. That is each one’s role. And when everyone performs their duties well, our collective strength becomes greater. Look at the screen.]

Following its words, I checked the screen.

The Swarm was observing some kind of creature.

“What is that?”

[The Swarm scoured the area to make up for its lacking stats. It discovered a fungus. Interestingly, this fungus spreads spores onto the carcasses of beasts and reproduces there.]

A peculiar-looking mushroom was growing on what appeared to be a pile of organic matter.

The organic matter consisted of bones, hides, and scales.

“Wait, could that be…”

[Correct. Those blue scales are from the Blue-Scaled Twin-Headed Wyvern, which we couldn’t digest. That mushroom possesses the ability to break down even those steel-like scales.]

A path had revealed itself.

The Swarm immediately mobilized its soldiers, attempting to hunt the mushroom.

[True to its unique defense mechanism, the fungus began to harden its body to the same composition as the scales. The soldiers’ teeth, poison stingers, and claws were ineffective.]

“Then what now?”

[We had to find it. A creature capable of attacking with enough power to pierce those scales. The Swarm expanded its reconnaissance. It then discovered that turtle.]


A turtle appeared on the screen.

It was hard to even call it a turtle.

Its size was ordinary compared to other creatures, but as it submerged itself in the water, it suddenly stretched its neck and snapped at one of the lizard-shaped Swarm soldiers acting as bait.

In one bite, it crushed the soldier.

[Based on the Swarm’s judgment, the bite force of the Cave Long-Necked Turtle should be able to crush the Scale-Covered Fungus. This method is far more efficient than collapsing the cavern to smother the fungus.]

The Swarm had found the answer.

It sought the most efficient and advantageous method.

“If possible, wouldn’t it be better to use something stronger and bigger, like a shark?”

[What’s important is proficiency in underwater combat.]

“I know.”

I headed to a bustling market.

The reason was simple: to buy fish.

I needed to obtain live fish to provide the Swarm with gills and swimming skills.

“What are you even planning to buy?”

“…Why did you come along?”

The issue was Kang Do-Yeon, my younger sister.

She insisted on coming with me when she heard I was going to the market.

Thankfully, as soon as we entered, Kang Do-Yeon was drawn to the bakery like she was hypnotized.

“How much is this?”

I immediately purchased a live fish from the aquarium section.


I requested the freshest one possible, and after paying, I took the fish to the restroom and snapped a photo with my camera.

[The small fish you provided became a specimen and template. This fish was an unfamiliar lifeform in this cavern. However, based on existing data, the Swarm deduced that the gills on the fish’s body were organs for underwater activity.]

The Swarm consumed the fish I offered and, using the newfound knowledge, began producing new soldiers.

These were specialized underwater combat units, far more adept than the current amphibians, who primarily relied on lung-based respiration.

Their purpose was to devour aquatic organisms.

“What’s this? You went out and came back already?”

“No? If you’re done shopping, let’s go.”

As Kang Do-Yeon returned holding a bag of bread, I lied without hesitation.

On the way home, I kept glancing at my mobile phone.

The new soldiers were already emerging from their eggs in the nest.

“…What’s that in your hand?”

“Huh? Oh, wait…hey!”

As we approached home, Kang Do-Yeon suddenly grabbed my hand, which was holding the mobile phone.

“Is that…a tattoo? Why does it look so weird?”

“It’s not like that!”

Flustered, I pulled my hand away and made an excuse.

Fortunately, she didn’t press further.

But the gleam in her eyes and the smirk on her lips suggested she thought she’d caught onto something.

[Are you planning to use the Assassination Authority?]

“Are you insane?”


I muttered in exasperation and headed straight home.

At least she wasn’t bold enough to immediately report it to our mother.

[The Swarm is ready. It’s time to hunt the targeted turtle.]

After returning to my room, I focused on my mobile phone again.

The new soldiers, which had rapidly matured, tore through their eggshells.

They were far from resembling fish. After all, only the gills were necessary.

Their bodies were streamlined for swimming, resembling local amphibians.

However, they had gills and a pair of sturdy, thick arms that allowed them to crawl on land.

[The turtle shell is certainly hard. However, compared to the Earth Dragon’s Scales, it is an easier opponent.]

The turtle, seemingly on alert, poked its head out of the water, huffing and puffing.

But all it met was a poison sting barrage meant to capture its attention.

[The turtle’s nerves were completely distracted. At the same time, the Swarm began submerging one by one into the water.]

The water was murky and dark, making it impossible to see.

Still, I could tell what was happening.

[The Swarm soldiers aimed their sharp teeth at the relatively softer fins and tail of the turtle. Feeling the pain, the turtle quickly retracted its neck and fins into its shell.]

“So, what now?”

[The conclusion is already drawn. The turtle cannot breathe underwater.]

A merciless pronouncement.

Even if it escaped to land, the other soldiers were lying in wait.

[The moment the turtle resurfaced to breathe, the waiting Swarm soldiers bit into its neck. Its desperate attempt to use its fins became its downfall, exposing more areas to be bitten.]

More brutal than a savannah documentary.

The mournful cries of the turtle being torn apart alive echoed through the cavern.

If that were a human…but even if it were, the Swarm would devour it just the same.

[This is not the end. Hunting the turtle was just one step. The true goal is to capture the fungus capable of digesting the Earth Dragon’s Scales.]

“…”

The Swarm moved relentlessly.

Come to think of it, this might be a first.

For the Swarm to deliberately and persistently hunt a specific target as part of a larger process.

[Correct. The Swarm is learning. It is refining its abilities to be more effective. It will thoroughly prepare to capture strong enemies and plan hunts to solve problems efficiently.]

A new soldier was being created.

This one inherited the bite force of the Cave Long-Necked Turtle.

Once preparations were complete, it would chew through the Scale-Covered Fungus and absorb its abilities.

“…I guess I’ll need to get a part-time job again.”

At the same time, I checked my bank account balance.

One way or another, it seemed like I’d need to spend money, so I might as well start preparing.

*

The cavern was already decimated.

The fallen corpses were gradually being enveloped by extending tentacles and would soon be digested.

Amidst it all, one mushroom remained steadfast.

It had withered all its external roots in response to the threats and encased itself in the hardest material it could absorb, holding its ground.

This is the translation result:

This was the survival strategy of the mushroom.

However, the enemy aiming to devour this mushroom had annihilated five entire caverns and massacred countless vegetation, all just to find the answer.

[The mushroom does not know. How strong the obsession and voracious appetite directed at it are.]

By chance, it had managed to absorb the hardest scales in the Grand Stratum, but that was all.

A large lizard slowly approached.

And then, it opened its mouth wide.

The mushroom tried to hold on, but it couldn’t withstand the bite force with its mimicry defense, which wasn’t even close to the original.

The scales began to crack.

The interior of the mushroom couldn’t endure the shock and burst apart.

[Now, even the hardest scales belong to us. But are we truly satisfied with just that? Absolutely not.]

The lizard chewed on the mushroom and spat it out into its nest.

Production and digestion were solely the nest’s responsibility.

However, the Swarm performing the digestion was simultaneously thinking and acting elsewhere.

[Another Earth Dragon…has become the next target of our Swarm.]

A creature twice the size of the Blue-Scaled Twin-Headed Wyvern.

A massive lizard with crimson scales lazily revealed itself in the Grand Stratum.

[Did it catch the scent? Did it sense the anomaly and come to trample us?]

The Earth Dragon sniffed the air, as if searching for something.

Though it resembled a lizard, it was surprisingly intelligent.

The Earth Dragons of this Grand Stratum possessed the most advanced brain tissue absorbed by the Swarm.

Its eyes glinted sharply.

It locked eyes with a black bird observing it from mid-air.

There were no ‘feathered creatures’ in this cave.

The bird, of course, was one of the Swarm’s scouts.

The creature opened its mouth wide and spewed a large fireball.

The fireball flew and exploded upon impact.

It shattered everything nearby.
A Legion Grows From My Smartphone - Chapter 12

				
Chapter 12

“There’s a goal now?”

[This is the footage observed the moment you fell asleep.]

I checked my mobile phone inside the moving train.

The footage, supposedly observed yesterday, ended with a gigantic lizard spewing a massive fireball towards the screen.

“So?”

[As always, the swarm rejoiced. A stronger opponent means an adversary that will make us stronger.]

“…There’s potential, right?”

[The enemy has grown larger and stronger, but so have we.]

The swarm had already defeated one of the Earth Dragons before.

And they had steadily claimed its legacy as their own.

At the same time, they obtained a wealth of information and combined them with overwhelming computational abilities.

I had started to think that the swarm might already be smarter than me.

[Behold. These are the strongest soldiers the swarm has created.]

The screen displayed figures emerging from cracked eggs.

The base was a lizard, naturally.

To date, they were the strongest entities within the swarm’s database.

However, their appearance differed significantly from ordinary lizards.

[These were created using the most powerful elements acquired recently.]

The dark blue carapace shimmered.


That carapace wasn’t the ordinary one they had been using until now.

It incorporated the turtle shell obtained from hunting turtles, enhanced with the Earth Dragon’s scales they had recently assimilated.

The design deviated from the usual scale-like texture for efficiency’s sake.

Instead of full-body plate armor, it was more economical to apply sturdy armor selectively.

“They’re bigger too. Looks like we can win this.”

Moreover, the swarm’s accumulated experience had reached a level where they could handle larger creatures adeptly.

The soldiers marched confidently through the passageway.

It seemed as though rumors had already spread throughout this Grand Stratum, as not even a single insect dared to approach the territories we had claimed.

[The Earth Dragon’s location is under constant surveillance. From the start, it was never unintelligent. It has sensed the anomaly, sniffing the air and detecting the changes, raising its guard.]

“Is it going to run?”

[It is an arrogant tyrant.]

The observed image of the Earth Dragon revealed a creature surveying its surroundings from a safe distance, where its flames could not reach.

It was fortunate that such a creature was solitary.

If Earth Dragons like it swarmed, even the swarm would likely have no way to handle them.

[From the beginning, we, who can only evolve by devouring, have always been weak when it comes to the individual strength of each soldier. But we combine and evolve. We surpass our limits. Above all, we are the swarm.]

The swarm’s scouts began drawing the creature’s attention in earnest.

This was not an ambush in the cavern.

It was a direct confrontation in the vast passageways of this Grand Stratum.

[The victor of this battle will most likely become the ruler of this Grand Stratum. But the swarm was confident. A part of this Grand Stratum had already become part of us, and the arrogant tyrant would fall from its throne today.]

The Earth Dragon, distracted by the scouts flying chaotically in the sky, slowly began to move.


Even so, it continued sniffing the air and watching its surroundings carefully.

[It’s futile. We are already aware that it possesses highly sensitive sensory organs. After all, we also have the genetic information of the Earth Dragon lineage. There was no ambush in the open passage.]

“Gruhh…”

The Earth Dragon bared its teeth and growled.

The soldiers were openly marching toward it.

Would it stand and fight, or acknowledge its defeat and flee?

[We have already acquired partial resistance to fire.]

The creature spewed a fireball.

But the days of being burned alive and swept away by flames were over.

The swarm soldier’s carapace, based on the turtle shell and made of the same material as the Earth Dragon’s scales, withstood the flames effortlessly.

“It’s backing off… It’s running away? You’re not chasing it?”

Ultimately, the Earth Dragon, perhaps feeling overwhelmed, slowly retreated, eventually turning its body and fleeing in haste.

However, the swarm did not pursue.

[It’s an efficient calculation. There are still plenty of Grand Stratum regions left to assimilate. Even if it escapes now, it will be hunted sooner or later. That’s the conclusion.]

Although it wasn’t captured, in any case, we had won.

What followed was the swarm’s typical devouring and slaughter, now free from interference.

This Grand Stratum was gradually becoming ours.

[The swarm expressed its greed. What might lie in the next stratum, in the next world?]

There was indeed a passage leading upward.

According to explanations, the swarm was beginning to feel a desire to see the end of this vast cave.


The foundation of this desire was, of course, their voracious appetite.

“Hmm…”

That evening, I turned on my computer with my mobile phone beside me and checked the internet.

I mainly looked at the news.

Especially the ones causing a stir lately.

Honestly, I couldn’t help but be concerned.

“They say there’s been a sudden increase in Hunters advancing in rank. Experts don’t know why, and even the individuals themselves claim they’re unaware. It’s a mystery, but I can’t shake a dreadful thought.”

[…Why ask me about it?]

“Various species… Does that include various Players? Be honest. Does that variety include humans?”

To others, it would sound like an absurd delusion.

A bizarre and strange thought.

It was something I wouldn’t have even imagined if not for the app installed on my mobile phone.

[All possibilities are open.]

“Am I just overthinking things?”

Even after over ten years of research, so little about Hunters and Gates had been properly revealed.

[Even if that were the case, what’s the issue?]

“What?”

[Your ‘duty,’ and our ‘duty,’ remain unchanged no matter what happens around us.]

It was true. There was nothing to argue against.

If my suspicion turned out to be true, then at this point, there was only one thing left for me to do.

I had been too complacent until now.

[Others won’t know. About us crawling up from the lowest layer. Look at the screen.]

“This is…”

[Something rather interesting is happening in this cave. Fascinating… Truly fascinating. It appears to be traces of a new faction, the first since the White Cave Ant colony.]

The screen showed traces of blood and battle discovered by the scouts.

For the first time, the swarm’s thought process slowed, as though buffering.

It was because these were traces they had never encountered before.

And I was equally shocked.

It was entirely possible that the Earth Dragon we had driven away had been hunted.

But the fact that the hunters used metal weapons was a shock even for me.

“…A needle? An awl?”

Especially if those metal weapons were items I found familiar.

[Do you feel a sense of discord?]

“Even if I were to concede a hundred times, if such a faction exists, this crosses the line.”

How could they mine and forge metal in this cave?

And more perplexing was the concept of needles, typically used for making clothes, being utilized as weapons.

“It’s another Player.”

[And they are our enemy. Remember this. For now, they have not developed to the point of interacting with the swarm. They have not even acquired language yet. Thus, as always, the swarm will seek to devour the enemy.]

“…Will we lose?”

How on earth did they manage to hunt the Earth Dragon?

They used needles as weapons, leaving small tracks compared to the lizards of this Grand Stratum, with even traces of dragging their tails behind them.

This meant they were a group capable of employing tactics, using tools, and waging wars.

If they could hunt an Earth Dragon, it indicated they had considerable strength.

[Fortunately, the swarm had already accumulated its own set of experiences. This is a new type of enemy. Gathering information—that is the top priority, as always.]

The likelihood of them knowing our identity was low.

There were no signs of them coming down below.

From the beginning, the swarm’s voracious appetite was the purpose of its species.

That’s why it had ascended this far with irresistible momentum, but for others, there would be no need to take such risks.

*

“Hey! Aren’t you staring at your mobile phone too much lately? You’re not listening to me again, are you?”

“Huh?!”

The noisy classroom was as lively as ever.

Kang Do-Yeon furrowed her brows and finally said something to her friend.

Startled, her friend, Oh Yoon-Ah, quickly turned off her mobile phone and flinched.

“What kind of game is so captivating? Or are you checking something like coins all the time?”

“No, it’s not like that. I won’t look anymore.”

Oh Yoon-Ah apologized for not focusing on her friend’s words and only staring at her mobile phone.

Kang Do-Yeon had a face full of dissatisfaction but couldn’t say much more.

“I mean, there was a time when I was also glued to dramas…”

“It’s not like a drama.”

“Then what is it exactly?”

With a faint chuckle, she brushed it off as if it was no big deal.

Oh Yoon-Ah, however, twisted her lips in an exaggerated way.

“Something… really fun. Once you’re hooked, you can’t escape. A very, very fun game. There’s a whole other world there.”

“…Are you kidding me? You sound like an actual addict.”

“Of course.”

Muttering in a briefly dark tone, Oh Yoon-Ah nodded brightly when her friend, slightly flustered, awkwardly laughed.

‘Tattoo?’

When the bell rang and everyone returned to their seats, Kang Do-Yeon noticed something on her friend’s hand, which had been covered by a cardigan.

A black mark engraved on the back of the hand.

In truth, small tattoos or body painting were not unusual among students these days, but she felt strangely uneasy upon seeing that mark.

The reason was that she had seen something similar recently.

Sitting down with a slightly restless feeling, she opened her book and focused on class, allowing her mood to shift naturally.
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The swarm undoubtedly possesses immense potential.

With that potential, it has risen from the lowest layer of cells to become a faction that dares to challenge the grand stratum.

However, this vast cave ecosystem is home to a wide variety of living creatures.

[The reconnaissance results are in. Countless traces were found, but unfortunately, no signs of the group were detected on the next stratum.]

“…What decision has the swarm made?”

[In truth, the swarm is accustomed to such matters—acquiring and analyzing unknown information. But this time, it is being slightly more cautious.]

In reality, the swarm strengthened its reconnaissance without taking any significant actions.

After all, we knew better than anyone how strong the group’s power could be.

To begin with, we hadn’t even absorbed the entirety of the grand stratum.

“The problem isn’t that it’s a simple group, is it? What should we do in situations like this?”

[Are you referring to when the Player’s units clash? Naturally, there is only one answer.]

Even though it was just simple text, it sent chills down my spine.

I had already guessed the answer to some extent.

“To fight?”

[Competition, victory, elimination—what’s the problem with any of that? That is the way of ecosystems by nature.]

We spoke almost simultaneously.

Of course, even knowing this didn’t make me feel any better.

“If we win, the opposing Player will…”

[If we lose, you will die as well.]


I tightly shut my eyes.

Yes, from the moment I got entangled with this strange app.

Everything had been twisted since that moment.

I had enjoyed it as if I were raising ants, but I could no longer take it lightly.

“…Then we have to win. What should we do?”

[As always, you watch over your children. When it seems like they’re stuck, that’s when you show them the way.]

In the end, my role hadn’t changed.

What I had to do was the same as before—just watch over them.

And… if I could, give them any help possible.

“First, we need to figure out what kind of creatures they are, don’t we?”

[That’s right. Currently, the swarm is storing up energy to unleash while continuing reconnaissance. What we call the 11th stratum is not significant enough to be categorized as part of the grand stratum but is instead a small tributary. All that’s found here are their traces, and those traces lead to the upper stratum.]

The swarm efficiently utilized the various sizes of scouts it had created thus far.

From small bees to birds, and even lizards with bat wings.

The result of thoroughly searching the 11th stratum was just traces.

In conclusion, it became clear.

They had come down from the upper stratum on an ‘expedition.’

“If the enemy has seen us… wouldn’t they also be uncertain?”

I had forgotten the obvious.

Our swarm’s species trait and greatest strength.

[That’s right. It’s not just us who lack data. In fact, the opposing side is at a disadvantage in the information war. Look. A scout of the swarm has discovered something.]


At that moment, the screen switched as it displayed a discovery.

I carefully examined the screen, suppressing the pounding of my chest.

The appearance of the 12th floor, observed by a scout in the form of a bee, came into view.

“…Rats?”

A group of creatures appeared.

But those creatures, unlike the countless beasts residing in this cave, did not fit my understanding at all.

Fluffy fur.

Jet-black eyes and twitching noses.

Long tails and bodies neither too small nor too large by the cave’s standards.

At least in appearance, they looked like perfect rats.

“Wait, but what kind of rats…”

However, their actions and detailed movements were completely contrary to what I understood about rats.

First of all, as if they were a reconnaissance team, they gathered and vigilantly observed their surroundings while standing upright in a hunched posture, freely using both hands.

Moreover, those hands held various tools.

Spears with sharp awls at their tips, miniature crossbows loaded with needles, shields and helmets made of metal scraps, and so on.

[The swarm has no knowledge of metal. However, it can only assume that if they hunt earth dragons, they must be quite strong. Above all, they are far more collective and intelligent than any creatures encountered so far.]

“We still don’t know where their base is or how many of them there are.”

[They have discovered one of our scouts—a small lizard with bat wings. Taking advantage of the provocation, the swarm deliberately sacrifices its scout to measure their combat strength.]

At that moment, a clash occurred.

Among the rats, a few aimed their miniature crossbows at the approaching flying lizard.


The intricate, miniature crossbows were fired.

Accompanied by their squeaking noises, the luminous stone’s light reflected off the needles as they pierced through the lizard’s wings and body.

It was somewhat expected.

Flying scouts, after all, were designed for mobility, not durability.

“..Tsk.”

But seeing the rats cheer over the fallen scout’s corpse made my blood boil for no reason.

[Ah, the swarm is delighted.]

“What?”

It seemed I still lacked understanding of the swarm.

[Tools. It covets the tools. Those shiny, sturdy, and pointed objects. The small furry creatures used ingenious devices to take down a much larger opponent. The swarm is certain that this is a new clue to evolving to the next stage. This moment will be recorded in our history—the moment the swarm first encountered the concept of tools.]

“…Right. It’s the first time the concept of tools has emerged.”

[The swarm has realized that those tools are the secret to the rats’ strength. It has set its goal. It must devour them to obtain that power. But those rats used those crude tools to hunt earth dragons. Surely, that’s not all they have.]

“Then what’s the plan?”

[There is only one answer. First, capture and consume some of them to learn everything about them.]

A gloomy cry echoed from below.

Condolences to those rats.

Unless they possessed a colony consciousness like us.

Those scouts would be hunted here.

[The swarm does not know the species traits of those creatures. Nor does it care. Even if this moment is discovered, what difference does it make? They would merely be prey to a large, strange lizard from the lower strata.]

Swarm soldiers with dark blue carapaces, prepared to face earth dragons, crawled up to meet them.

Even with their rodent faces, their expressions were visible. Completely stiffened.

[They are clever. Realizing that five of them couldn’t possibly win, they attempt to flee. But the swarm is serious.]

Behind the small car-sized lizard creeping forward, dozens of large flying species with bat wings soared into the air simultaneously.

“@%#&!”

The startled rats retaliated, firing their crossbows.

But these were creatures designed not for reconnaissance but for aerial combat.

With wings comparable to those of a bird of prey, talons, poison stinger tails, and carapace armor, they swiftly overwhelmed and tore into the rats.

[…A lone, large beast might have been an easy hunt. But could they dare to hunt us? To face us, they would need to wage war.]

The corpses of the slaughtered rats were all collected and delivered to the nest in the lower strata, where they were consumed.

The needles, crossbows, spears, and other tools that couldn’t be digested were also retrieved.

[The swarm is curious. What exactly are these tools? How are they used?]

The swarm’s voracious appetite had now surpassed mere devouring.

[The swarm has begun preparations for war.]

Reconnaissance continued, and additional rats were discovered on the 13th stratum.

A fortress built from stones and mushrooms came into view.

Crude, but undeniably a fortress.

At least a hundred rats were present there.

“Could it be that the swarm plans to imitate them immediately?”

I flinched and muttered to myself.

If the swarm wanted tools, I had to provide them.

Just like the Opposing Player.

[Considering both efficiency and potential, I reached the optimal conclusion. It was still premature. Clearly, the swarm was envisioning a future where it could evolve in a better and more efficient way.]

However, unexpectedly, the swarm did not obsess over tools.

When it came to its purpose, it was endlessly rational and cold.

After all, it was a lifeform that humans could not understand with emotions.

[Their response is dry and lukewarm. It is certain they don’t know. Even the Opposing Player, for that matter.]

The energy that had been accumulated so far began to be used explosively.

Giant Eggs started pouring out by the hundreds, by the thousands.

[Just like us, it is time to show those arrogant furballs who have thrived by hunting beasts what true war is. Surely, this is a war between factions of the same kind.]

[But who will be better at war? The swarm was convinced it was us. There was no other swarm as skilled in war as we were.]

It was a powder keg ready to explode.

The swarm, steadily replenishing its Soldiers, would use overwhelming numbers, the Razor-Sharp Command Unique to the Collective Consciousness, and its techniques to crush them in an instant.

Even to me, it seemed that if those rats didn’t have some hidden trick, we could win.

“If we win the war against the Player, what kind of reward will there be? No, just be honest now. That Player of the Rats… are they on Earth?”

I mumbled blankly as I looked at the screen.

One of the lingering questions I had until now.

How vast was the scale of this Game Board?
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[The end of this game, even I don’t know. One thing is for sure, the world is vast.]

“What is that… That doesn’t help at all.”

[As I said before, keep all possibilities open. That’s all the hint I can give you.]

“Ha.”

A hollow laugh escaped.

In any case, as that guy said, considering all possibilities meant really anything could happen.

Whether it was raising otherworldly creatures like me, or… the reverse could also be true.

“What if there’s a Player in the world with the Swarm? Should I kill them?”

[…That’s your choice. However, if the worlds are different, it might not matter much in the beginning.]

“So, there’s no need to mess with them unnecessarily?”

I felt like I was finally starting to grasp the rules.

In the end, one world is one server.

There’s no particular reason to mess with someone in a different server.

Ultimately, my true competitors are those who are involved in this world with the Swarm, whether they’re on Earth or in some other world.

Like the Players controlling those rats.

[They seem flustered.]

I stayed tense as I stared at the screen.

The war had just begun.

Of course, it was just a small battle signaling the start, but I had to win this one to move forward.


[Though flustered, they quickly changed their attitude and began resisting fiercely. Their resistance is stronger than expected.]

They shot crossbows and thrust spears like mad.

I rubbed my eyes.

They even brought out crudely made catapults.

I thought I could sweep them away in a single blow, but it was starting to drag on longer than expected.

[The Swarm has identified the anomaly. It is a system and communication method entirely different from anything seen before.]

“Yeah… I think I get it now. Those rats aren’t relying solely on what’s imprinted in their genes.”

I realized the reason.

The reason those rats had greater combat power than what the Swarm had analyzed.

They were currently harnessing the power of tools and communication, surpassing the limitations of their genes, just like humans.

[But even so, physical limitations are inescapable.]

The fortress began to collapse.

The Swarm, overwhelming with sheer numbers, finally pierced through their resistance and started massacring them.

They were bitten to death, slashed to death, crushed to death, and shot to death.

[But the Swarm couldn’t catch all of those who fled.]

“If this keeps up, our existence might be revealed.”

What exactly was the unique trait of these rats’ species?

It didn’t seem like they had a collective consciousness like ours.

It was clear that the surviving remnants would return to their base and reveal information about us.

If that were the case, there was a significant chance that the Opposing Player would suspect us.


“But nothing is certain. For starters, can those rats even communicate with a Player? I can’t.”

[That’s unknown.]

From my perspective, at their level, they were less advanced than Stone Age Savages.

Clearly, free and open communication would be difficult for them.

However, it was a fact that these rats were receiving teachings and weapons from some unknown entity.

[They were devoured and absorbed, yet the Swarm encountered another great question. Was this enough? Although the information gained from devouring them was obtained, the results remained stagnant. The Swarm focused on its inability to ‘learn’ the organized movements exhibited by them, even though their coordination was sloppy compared to the Swarm’s.]

“That’s inevitable. Learning experience and knowledge isn’t something you can achieve through mere devouring.”

[The Swarm finally sensed the necessity of a brain. A brain, and something beyond a brain. Emotion, experience, and a voracious appetite for knowledge.]

The Swarm’s response was always the same.

It simply devoured everything.

If there was something it lacked, something it didn’t have, it would eat it without hesitation.

Now, even if it were intangible knowledge or experience.

“So, what are you going to do about that?”

[Of course, the Swarm is finding its own answer. Information on highly intelligent birds like magpies or crows might be useful. Won’t you provide any help?]

I froze as I stared at the text flickering on my mobile phone.

How could I possibly help?

Honestly, it was something I had thought about in the past. Now that the Swarm had grown this much, it might actually be possible.

To devour humans…

“Sorry, but no. What am I supposed to do, go to the zoo and film some monkeys? I can’t let innocent people be torn apart and eaten alive.”

[To be honest, I think it’s premature as well. This is an issue that requires more attention. It’s quite literally the Swarm’s Consciousness beginning to emerge.]


“What does that mean?”

[Praise and worship the god. But there are undoubtedly those who resent and seek to overthrow the god.]

I knitted my brows, not understanding immediately.

But soon, I bit my lip, deep in thought.

“Are you saying they might turn against me?!”

[It’s only a possibility. That’s why you have to guide them well. The Higher Consciousness of the Swarm, which is just now beginning to form, is less than that of a child.]

In the end, just the mention of the possibility was enough.

Of course, it wasn’t something I hadn’t anticipated.

From the beginning, I never thought the Swarm and I shared the same values and mindset.

[As I keep saying, you’re not just an observer.]

“…Alright.”

My heart felt heavy, but there was no avoiding it.

For now, I decided to watch over them.

To see how they would grow and in what direction.

More than that, we didn’t seem to be losing to those rats just yet.

Despite the Swarm’s inner turmoil, it didn’t stop the war.

Clearly, it intended to end this before the opponent could realize something was wrong and respond properly.

The Opposing Player, who had been advancing triumphantly to the point of establishing outposts and sending expeditions to lower hierarchies, would now face this crisis. How they overcame it might provide clues to identify the Player’s identity or location.

“…Conversely, couldn’t I kill the Player and eliminate the Swarm’s enemies?”

[That’s correct.]

It was a terrifying game.

Incredibly so.

“Didn’t you say you’d go out after the exam?”

“This time, I’m just going to rest at home.”

I answered awkwardly with a smile.

My mother didn’t ask further.

Of course, as she suggested, I had planned to enjoy this summer properly before it was too late, but given my current situation…

…Even the girls said they’d come along.

“Look at that. That girl kept appearing on TV, and now she’s achieved an A-Rank.”

At that moment, my mother pointed to the TV.

My head turned automatically to the screen.

There, a familiar face appeared.

“C-Rank Cha Ji-Yeon. No, now A-Rank Cha Ji-Yeon.”

The woman walking out of the Management Bureau under the flash of cameras was someone I had seen before.

One of the rapidly rising Hunters recently gaining attention worldwide.

Among them, she stood out as a unique existence, becoming one of the few A-Rank Hunters in Korea at this very moment.

“…”

A thought crossed my mind.

What if she was a Unit blessed by the Player?

I heard that for both Players and Units, there were no fixed rules or hierarchical relationships.

Two Bodies, One Mind, holding each other’s lifeline in a thorough and inescapable bond.

A sigh escaped suddenly.

No matter how much I thought about it, I was a powerless piece of trash.

“You’re worried too, aren’t you? About this troublesome girl…”

But perhaps misunderstanding my sigh, my mother furrowed her brows and picked up her mobile phone.

It was only then that I noticed the empty seat next to me.

—

“A game?”

“Yeah. A really fun and… inescapable game.”

It was late in the evening, the time when families were having dinner.

Kang Do-Yeon, who had been wandering aimlessly near the park close to her home, paused when she bumped into her friend, Oh Yoon-Ah.

The aura surrounding Oh Yoon-Ah, who had always been just a normal friend, was anything but ordinary.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. That game or whatever it is…”

“The Great Chief said I should find a guardian to engrave this mark. They can become the warrior who will protect my life.”

Ignoring her words, Oh Yoon-Ah raised her hand.

In her hand, something glimmered.

When Kang Do-Yeon saw it, she was horrified.

“You’ve awakened as a Hunter?!”

“No, it’s not like that. It’s magic that my people gave me for my sake!”

Oh Yoon-Ah suddenly grabbed Kang Do-Yeon’s hesitant wrist.

Startled, Kang Do-Yeon tried to reflexively pull her hand away, but she failed.

The height difference was 155 cm to 170 cm.

Yet, despite being smaller and often teased for her petite stature, Oh Yoon-Ah did not let go.

“A-Ah! It hurts!!”

“Just bear with it for a little! You can become stronger too!”

Even as she screamed in pain from the searing sensation, struggling frantically, Oh Yoon-Ah didn’t let go.

Finally, when her hand was released.

Kang Do-Yeon froze in shock, staring at the distinct brand imprinted on her lower wrist.

“Look at this.”

“What have you done?!”

At that moment, something the size of a fist flew toward her face.

Furious, she instinctively raised her hand to deflect it.

“…No way.”

And then she was stunned.

The large stone she had struck shattered into pieces.

“Now, you’re my knight, Do-Yeon. Stand against my enemies and die for me. Having the most popular girl in school protect me—it’s reassuring.”

Oh Yoon-Ah smirked as she spoke.

Meanwhile, Kang Do-Yeon, unable to comprehend the situation, clutched her wrist with a pale, terrified expression.

“Now, I’ll reveal the secret to you.”

As if doing her a favor, Oh Yoon-Ah grinned and picked up her mobile phone.

‘For sure…’

At that moment, the back of her hand caught her attention.

The mark that had been there earlier had vanished without a trace, leaving her skin clean and unblemished.
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“I have no idea what nonsense you’re spouting. I’m going to report you.”

“I’m sorry, but you can’t do that.”

Oh Yoon-Ah smirked.

Kang Do-Yeon, who had turned her body to flee, froze in place with a look of shock on her face.

She was fully conscious, yet her body did not move according to her will—a bizarre sensation.

“You must obey my commands. It’s only natural for a knight to listen to their master, no?”

“…What on earth are you doing?”

“This isn’t just some simple game. It’s the secret of this world.”

Oh Yoon-Ah forcibly seated her on the bench.

Flustered, Kang Do-Yeon could only stare at the screen Oh Yoon-Ah was showing her.

“A movie?”

“Of course not. Great Chief, we succeeded.”

Perhaps liking the trembling voice, Oh Yoon-Ah slung an arm over Kang Do-Yeon’s shoulder, raised her hand, and smiled slyly as she spoke into the mobile phone.

Kang Do-Yeon widened her eyes in shock at the scene that unfolded afterward.

On the screen, which looked like something straight out of a movie, an old man with a long white beard bowed his head deeply.

“What is this…”

“These people are my units, my people. I recently met them for the first time, and we’ve been working together for each other’s sake. What happened today is just one of those instances.”

Oh Yoon-Ah slowly explained the situation shown on the mobile phone.

Of course, it was an unbelievable story.


That is, if you ignored the fact that her body couldn’t move at all, not even a little, at the mere sound of a command.

As shocking stories continued to flow in, Kang Do-Yeon broke out in a cold sweat, trying to hold onto her sanity.

*

“Why are you coming home so late? Your mother has been…”

“Kang Do-Yeon!”

Oh no, I quietly slipped to the side.

Even after closing the door, the sound of being scolded harshly continued to echo.

Not long after, I heard the door to the room across the hall close.

Thankfully, does it end at just this much?

[Take care of not just your body but also your surroundings. This round has already moved past its early stages. Most players and units are adapting to the app and wielding the new powers they’ve gained.]

“Like Cha Jiyeon, huh. But we’re way too slow.”

[Infinite Potential always comes with its penalties.]

We essentially started from nothing.

Gradually, we consumed larger and larger entities, starting from a single cell.

However, because of that, compared to players connected to those who already had a foundation, our growth was slower.

[But the growth rate of the swarm is undoubtedly explosive. And the more it grows, the faster it will accelerate. There’s no need to worry too much.]

“I know that.”

Instead, we have equally strong advantages.

I checked the screen.

The swarm was still preparing for war.


In the meantime, an experimental lifeform emerged from its egg.

Its hunched posture and intricate front limbs.

Though it was covered in carapace armor, its build was undoubtedly based on the rat we had recently consumed.

“Just a simple experiment?”

[Correct. It’s certainly an intriguing and appealing form, but the swarm judged it more efficient to maintain its existing methods.]

There would be no mass production of soldiers based on that rat.

Even I thought it made sense for the swarm to focus on maximizing its own strengths.

And while I wasn’t entirely sure what those strengths were, that rat-based design definitely wasn’t it.

[Have they noticed our presence and begun to grow wary?]

They broke through the 12th Floor, where they had randomly established a forward fortress.

A scout in the form of a small bee immediately pursued the survivors to the 13th Stratum.

There was another fortress of theirs there.

Preparations for war were already in full swing.

[Although their approach differs from ours, they still seem to have much to teach. The only issue is that we cannot learn from them.]

The swarm no longer wasted time.

Before they could strengthen their defensive systems further, the swarm mobilized its forces.

[However, the swarm’s voracious appetite doesn’t stop. Can’t learn through devouring? Then just observe and learn. The swarm’s brain is the swarm itself. The swarm’s growth and computational capabilities have already reached a transcendent level.]

At the forefront, defensive lizards raised their sturdy armor.

Behind them, the main force advanced in sequence.

Their catapults were useless.


Even the flaming mushroom fragments were meaningless.

[Hidden behind their reliable shields, the bombardment unit retaliated against their attacks, launching poisonous thorns that tore through enemy defenses.]

Their forces fell one by one.

Their countermeasures against long-range attacks were severely lacking.

That’s when I realized.

They weren’t used to this kind of warfare.

[But we are different. From the very beginning, we evolved for survival through war, and we will continue to evolve for war. The swarm began its charge. New swarm soldiers appeared.]

As soon as the reconnaissance skirmishes were over, the situation escalated rapidly.

[Certainly, this is another siege warfare. But unlike them, we adapt and evolve. This siege will undoubtedly differ from the last one.]

The swarm, rushing forward fiercely, began to split apart.

A lifeform combining the leg strength of a toad and a flea emerged.

Its appearance was grotesque, to say the least.

It had invested all its capabilities into leg strength, waddling toward the fortress with its bloated body.

“Wow.”

And the moment it reached range.

It unleashed its leg strength in an explosive burst.

The shockwave was so intense it fractured the ground and even broke its own legs.

But that didn’t matter.

Even if it had wings, its malformed body was incapable of flight, and it had no other organs—just a massive pouch.

A pouch capable of scattering concentrated, potent acidic solution.

As its body and pouch ruptured, the solution sprayed everywhere, burning through the delicate flesh of the mammals that couldn’t withstand the strong acid.

[The enemy’s fortress, unable to respond appropriately, began to fall into ruins. Their morale was crushed, and the aerial combat unit, lying in wait, began to raid the fortress.]

“…It’s over, huh?”

In essence, a rematch.

The victor was, of course, us—having developed and utilized new tactics and strategies.

The odds were high that the next battle would unfold similarly.

They couldn’t win if they couldn’t adapt to our ever-changing strategies.

“I should reward them.”

I chuckled and took my eyes off the mobile phone.

Then, I picked up something from the desk.

Protein, glucose candy, and the like.

I had prepared these as a gesture of apology for always making them consume wood, though my financial situation didn’t allow for anything extravagant like 40 kilograms worth.

“Come to think of it, what restrictions apply to the other players? Surely there are limits to how units can influence players, right?”

[Of course. The initial level restrictions exist to regulate speed and ensure fairness. Each has unique conditions.]

“…How do we know it’s fair?”

[Even if you think it’s unfair, do you have a choice?]

I was at a loss for words. After all, I had always been the one in the weaker position.

“Whatever.”

I simply took pictures of the protein and glucose candy I had prepared and sent them.

Those protein jars, bought with grand declarations of starting workouts, were probably stashed away by friends or colleagues as well.

“Looks like I really need to get a part-time job.”

I let out a hollow laugh as I stared at my nearly empty bank account.

Caught up in a worldwide commotion and life-threatening situations, yet here I was, needing to work because I had no money.

Since studying seemed like a lost cause anyway, I figured I should quickly find something I could do.

“…What kind of money is this?”

However, my search for a part-time job was interrupted that evening by Kang Do-Yeon’s Meaningful Action.

“Prize money.”

“What? What prize money?”

“Just take it and think of it that way! It’s to pay back all the allowance I borrowed!”

She threw an Envelope of Money at me and disappeared into her room.

Stunned, I opened the envelope.

Ten Golden Sheets.

How a minor high schooler, who didn’t even have a part-time job, got her hands on such a large sum of money was beyond me.

“Hey. Don’t even think about lying. Just tell me the truth. Where did you get this?”

I spoke quietly in front of her firmly shut door.

I wanted her to understand I was serious.

“It’s really… nothing.”

“Not opening the door?”

Her hesitant response, laced with a hint of tears, made me anxious.

Especially since she was acting so out of character.

“It’s really nothing.”

Instead of an answer, a Messenger notification arrived.

My face stiffened.

But I didn’t press her any further.

By now, she was old enough to stand her ground.

Simple yelling or coercion wouldn’t make her talk.

If I told Mom… everything would come to an end that very day.

“Is it a crime? Just tell me that much.”

“It’s not that. It’s just… something I’m doing with friends.”

“Don’t tell me it’s cryptocurrency?”

With my shallow understanding, nothing else came to mind.

It was frustrating, but I couldn’t think of any other possibilities.

“If anyone lays a hand on you, that’s the real problem. Just be careful about that.”

“…Okay.”

In the end, I returned to my room with a non-answer.

“Something with friends,” she said.

Unlike me, she had so many friends that I couldn’t even begin to guess.

The number of male and female friends I could recognize probably exceeded ten.

[Do You Believe in Fate?]

“What nonsense are you spouting again?”

[The Fate That Befell Your Family… You’ll soon come to know it as well.]

“Seriously, what is your deal this time?”

Annoyed, I tossed the Mobile Phone onto the Bed.
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“Really, this is worrying.”

I have to go to school too.

Kang Do-Yeon has already left early for school.

In this situation, it feels absurd to think about school, but I can’t just give everything up and cling to it either.

I scratched my head roughly.

I wanted to handle this within my capacity—or at least, to know the truth.

[Would that suffice?]

“You’re always around your friend, so you must know something. You, who kept going on about fate, wouldn’t have let this happen if only you’d explained properly. Is it… could it really be related to this game?”

There was certainly a sense of unease, but it’s still the very early stages.

The likelihood is higher that this is just a personal issue rather than something tied to this game.

In such a situation, it seemed difficult to outright talk about this unrealistic issue—the Player and the Game.

[That is something I cannot say. The decision is yours.]

“I knew you’d say that… Fine. I’ll just figure it out myself for now.”

In the end, the method I chose with a sigh was one I wasn’t particularly drawn to.

I sent a message to my younger sibling’s friend on social media, someone I knew casually.

I asked them to let me know if anything unusual happened.

In the end, I boarded the subway heading to school, feeling unsettled.

Luckily, I received a reply quickly, and the content wasn’t bad.

They said that today and yesterday, as always, the only things they did were hang out with friends and attend private lessons.


Of course, I had to think separately about whether this friend could be trusted or not.

I sent texts to a few other friends as well.

“I have no clue. No matter how much I think about it, I feel dumber than the Swarm.”

[From my perspective, that seems accurate.]

“…”

I blankly turned on my mobile phone.

Even if there was nothing special to check, it had become a habit to look at it.

As always, the Swarm was still preparing for war.

[It seems they are starting to notice something unusual and are seriously considering a response.]

The ‘main body’ of the Swarm, which had already overtaken most of one Grand Stratum, had extended its roots up to the 13th Stratum.

This massive entity, both one and many, burrowed through and broke the solid rocks of the cave’s deepest recesses, transforming itself and expanding its bulk.

The history of this long-standing, deep cave was being rewritten by us.

[Their scouts have started appearing, conducting reconnaissance. Interestingly, some of them were riding avian-like creatures that seemed to be tamed.]

After seeing the rats, as we ascended through the strata, another ecological shift began to emerge.

For the first time in this cave, creatures with feathers—not the reptiles or amphibians we had been seeing thus far—made their appearance.

[Of course, to the Swarm, which already had data on avian species, feathers were not particularly mysterious.]

The Swarm, which had been steadily accumulating experience since its cellular stage, knew the importance of scouts.

The reverse was also true.

Blocking the opponent’s reconnaissance.

Immediately, the Swarm’s aerial units were dispatched to dominate the skies.


Based on the data accumulated so far, the combat ability of the scouts currently in the field was pitiful.

[The feathered creatures they were riding were quite fast, but it was already too late.]

As expected, none of their scouts escaped.

[But this is just the beginning. Watch carefully, for their strength will prove whether they are worthy of challenging another Grand Stratum.]

The screen on my mobile phone flipped.

I lost my words as I watched the view from the eyes of the scout.

The terrain of the 15th Stratum, the second Grand Stratum reached after navigating the rough and treacherous streams, was noticeably different from the 10th Stratum, the first Grand Stratum.

Though still a barren cave, the vegetation was more diverse, and small plants, not just moss, were visible.

“…So that’s their stronghold?”

I let out a hollow laugh.

The entire Grand Stratum was adorned with fortresses, roads, countless nests, and what seemed to be at least thousands of rats.

I had vaguely thought that overwhelming numbers were the pride of our Swarm, but perhaps that wasn’t the case.

[The Swarm was once again revising its strategy. The creatures we had encountered so far were only small groups. The real war begins now.]

It seemed they were also preparing for war.

Fortunately, while they hadn’t yet noticed our scouts, we could thoroughly explore their territory.

Then, I noticed fragments of metal being transported in large quantities.

“Are you kidding me?”

And when I saw what followed, I couldn’t hold back my curses.

A sleek silver body.

A well-shaped grip.


“Why is that there?”

[It was a tool unknown to the Swarm.]

The object being carefully carried by a rat clad in crude armor and adorned with gaudy trinkets was a large-caliber handgun I hadn’t even seen in the military.

“Whoever it is, it doesn’t seem like this Player is from our country…”

I rubbed my throbbing temples.

A large-caliber handgun? Could that handgun, capable of turning a watermelon into powder, truly pose a meaningful threat to us?

“Maybe, maybe not.”

[Since they brought out a new tool, the Swarm decided to proceed cautiously. The first step would be to figure out what that tool actually is.]

It was slightly frustrating, but with no way to communicate, I had no choice but to leave it to the Swarm.

Still, they’re smarter than me, so I figured they’d quickly figure out the answer regarding the gun.

[The Swarm sent out a vanguard unit. They knew that those who prepared in advance were stronger and planned to act before the enemy completed their preparations.]

The Swarm’s agile aerial units soared once again.

Their goal was singular: to relentlessly harass the enemy until the main body was ready to strike.

[The enemy noticed our attack as well. The first assault was merely a test. Poison stingers and claws flew toward the frantic enemies moving atop the fortress.]

As expected, the enemy worked together, thrusting spears and shooting arrows at the larger Swarm Soldiers.

Arrows fired at close range seemed surprisingly penetrative, beginning to pierce through the Soldiers’ carapaces.

[It seems they don’t intend to use their secret weapon here yet. Still, the Swarm will continue this guerrilla tactic. While we do not tire, they surely will.]

A war of attrition that left only wounds on both sides.

The Swarm would continue this if they deemed it advantageous.

They already knew their strengths well.

“Those rats will inevitably falter. Living beings always do.”

The instinct for survival was a fundamental trait of all living things.

But the Swarm was an exception.

*

“…”

Again.

Once more, that Black Wave from the Lower Stratum surged across the skies, rushing toward this place.

This time, they also wielded spears, crossbows, and swords to fight.

They were no longer mere cave rats.

Their traits of rapid reproduction and growth allowed them to spin their lifecycle quickly and increase their numbers.

With each generation cycle, they grew stronger and smarter.

These were no longer rats scavenging animal carcasses.

This was a regional faction that had conquered the Grand Stratum and was expanding its power outward.

Their pride as a new generation was indescribable.

“…!”

They fought valiantly against these invaders.

This wasn’t their first battle.

Through learning and adaptation, each successive generation quickly discovered solutions and evolved.

Even enemies far larger than themselves were carefully brought down and driven to extinction.

Though there were groups of organized predators, none of them could compare to the cohesion and unity of these creatures.

“&@%!!”

The enemies they faced this time were somehow different from the beasts they had encountered before.

Dozens of them died in confusion.

The attacks, executed by spreading massive wings and diving down to crush them, were dense and meticulous.

They were beyond the level of simply following the orders of the commander, who was shouting commands at the top of their lungs.

“@#~!!!”

Yet, they did not give up.

Stepping over the countless corpses of their kin, they continued to fight.

They defied death and suppressed their fears with determination.

For warriors, fighting was a given.

Their faith in themselves was unshakable as well.

And after that desperate battle against the monsters—

They emerged victorious.

They let out cheers.

They had already repelled those Black Monsters several times.

Their morale pierced the sky.

Though their production and exploration activities had significantly decreased to fill the void left by their dead comrades, a victory was still a victory.

This victory was not achieved by their strength alone.

They offered their respects to the heavens under the guidance of the priest.

For someone who always granted them miraculous weapons and guidance.

According to the knowledge passed down to them, their growth had started thanks to the grace given by that someone.

“&…!”

Although they did not live long due to their short lifespan, everyone believed that they would soon grow to occupy the entirety of this unfathomable cave.

[But how arrogant a thought this was. Was today’s victory truly a genuine gain?]

“%@*…”

Their momentum did not last long this time either.

The information barely delivered through survivors from the annihilated forward fortress was now becoming clear.

A terrifying massive advance of the Monster Swarm.

While they were continuously harassed, the roots of the swarm, which had devoured all the lower strata, had stealthily extended to this place.

[The Swarm dispatched large-scale troops to draw out their strength. Their flustered faces were visible. Surely, they must have been surprised, unaware—we are the Swarm.]

Like rats, the Swarm Soldiers, composed of various unit types, marched slowly, crushing everything in their path.

The rats hurriedly gathered at the fortress.

Sensing the unusual situation, their numbers were considerable.

[The Swarm initiated another battle. Above the fiercely charging ground forces, the aerial units tore through mid-air.]

Now, the aerial units had thoroughly shifted to a support role.

Grabbing Venomous Pouch Toads with their claws, they threw them from mid-air.

Even as the arrows pierced and burst the swollen toads, the explosions only scattered strong acid.

Amid the chaos caused by the bombardment, the artillery units that had reached their range unleashed a barrage of poisonous thorns.

Meanwhile, the main force infiltrated the fortress—this was the Swarm’s siege strategy.

[Ah, is it appearing now? To boost morale and handle powerful foes.]

At that moment, something revealed itself atop the fortress.

The gleaming silver radiated brightly under the light of the Luminous Stone.
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Thunderous sound, a flash incomparable to the light of a luminous stone.

And that overwhelming physical force.

Even when those Nutria-sized rats fired together, their accuracy was terrible due to the recoil.

However, our soldiers were too large to avoid being hit.

[Even with the sturdiest and toughest armor in hand, it was not enough. The dark blue carapace of the shield-bearing swarm soldier, who had been tasked with leading the charge, shattered instantly, and their head exploded.]

“…Guns are indeed powerful.”

I bit my lip.

Those creatures in the cave, which displayed abilities beyond earthly common sense, seemed powerless in the face of modern Earth’s gunpowder and bullets.

If that’s the case, I have no answer. No creature on Earth can stand against firearms.

I don’t know who that Player is, but one thing is certain—they live in a country without gun control.

[But since you know about the swarm, you are not worried, are you?]

“I’m not worried. I’m just curious about how they’ll react.”

I nodded.

Of course, I was surprised by the emergence of such an overpowered weapon as a gun, but I also know quite a bit about firearms.

“At most, ten rounds? Maybe nine?”

I wasn’t sure about the bullet capacity of that handgun, but it couldn’t be more than ten rounds.

If we endure just a little longer without fear, it should be manageable. But the problem is, the swarm doesn’t know that.

What choice will they make?

Having witnessed the power of the weapon they were curious about—retreat or continue to advance?


[The swarm chose to advance. Even if it meant losing all the soldiers they had dispatched, they were determined to see it through.]

And the swarm chose to advance further.

[The gunfire continued to echo as large species fell one by one. The battle formation broke, and the siege started to waver. Their numbers were considerable, and their fortress was quite sturdy.]

“…Surely the magazine must be empty by now. Why don’t you deliver the message instead? If you understand the swarm’s thoughts, you can convey my words to them, can’t you!?”

[I am merely an observer and guide. Even if I were to deliver your words verbatim, they would not understand. Explain it to them? Such interference is not within my capability.]

“Useless…”

I sighed in frustration, but for now, all I could do was watch.

Despite fierce resistance, the swarm did not cease their attack.

On the contrary—they doubled their forces.

“Is this… normal?”

[Why do you think so?]

Twice, no, three times… four times?

The number of soldiers crawling out of the nest showed no signs of decreasing; instead, it was steadily increasing.

“What, what is this? Why are they acting like they’re in it for the kill?”

[What is this tingling sensation? As the war repeats and they face the fierce and fiery resistance of their opponents, the swarm is experiencing a feeling they’ve never encountered before. The cause is unknown. If one were to speculate, it might be the highly advanced neural system, the swarm’s brain, which has been steadily nurtured over time.]

“What are you talking about?”

[They don’t want to lose. They want to kill. They want to eat. They want to fight.]

Perhaps overwhelmed by their sheer numbers, the battlefront now expanded to encompass the entire fortress.

Flying species filled the mid-air, attacking over the fortress walls, while large species pushed their heads and carapaces into the gaps.

[This is the moment when they feel something beyond their innate voracious appetite. Ah… This moment will go down in history. The swarm is now beginning to learn the basics of ’emotion.’ This is something they are creating on their own. It is not something they devour, copy, or extract—it is entirely of their own making.]


I couldn’t help but shiver as I read the words.

For some reason, the soldiers seemed different to me.

Numerous individual units, numerous unit types.

But fundamentally, these soldiers were all part of a single entity.

Now, at last, it seemed visible to me as well.

Until now, the teeth, claws, tails, and poison stingers of the swarm soldiers, which had seemed mechanical and emotionless, were now faintly imbued with an eerie sense of intent to kill.

[Do not underestimate what emotion can do. While it might sometimes drive one to self-destruction, in the end, it is the primal, fierce desire that allows one to surpass their limits.]

The war had now truly begun.

Victory would be decided by which side faltered first, as neither could overwhelmingly dominate the other.

If the swarm lost this battle, they would face an energy shortage and would no longer be able to produce massive troops like they currently do.

However, their advantage lay in their ability to rapidly cycle through troops, thanks to their explosive production capacity.

On the other hand, those rats had a lower circulation rate but were conducting a defensive war utilizing a variety of tools and facilities.

Moreover, the resources they had stockpiled thus far were nearly on par with the swarm’s.

“…A stalemate?”

[Is that so? Look at their expressions one by one. Something is strange. Very strange. The confidence that once filled them is now fading. They must have been overconfident. They must have thought they’d win. Given how many times they’ve repelled our advances, it’s understandable.]

Cracks were beginning to show in the unity of the rats.

Despite the visible pile of corpses on both sides, why was this happening?

“@%*!!”

Some of them, now looking at their guns that no longer spewed fire, squeaked in despair.

Of course. A gun with infinite bullets only exists in virtual games.


[We are different. We are the swarm. A deafening sound they’ve never heard before, their strongest soldier being killed in a single blow—it doesn’t make us falter. We merely kill, fight, and devour. Our soldiers move as one without the slightest hesitation.]

Though they had fought well together in their own ways, the differences were clear.

We are a species that can make choices.

While we may experience determination and anger, we do not break formation or collapse in fear at the sight of our goal.

But those rats are different.

[Once doubt is sown, fear quickly feeds on that doubt and grows. If one possesses emotions, this is inevitable. The swarm is no exception, but we have something they do not.]

When a gap appears, we relentlessly exploit it.

Finally, one of our soldiers climbed up the fortress wall on the body of a large species and swung its sharp carapace-edged tail, slicing a spear-wielding rat in half.

[We, who are many yet one, have trust. An infinite trust in ourselves and in our unity. But what about them? Their desire for survival… It is only natural for living beings.]

“…I agree with that.”

The rats’ battle lines collapsed.

The reason was the retreat of the intimidated ones.

Ironically, as their intelligence increased and their emotional spectrum diversified, the benefits they gained were offset by the drawbacks.

The fear spreading among the crowd amplified exponentially.

[The swarm began to tear and widen the wounds of their enemies. It was certain victory.]

Finally, the swarm’s ground species breached their fortress.

Had this large-scale siege warfare failed, it would have been difficult to attempt it a second time.

Whether the newly aware swarm had deliberately exploited the rats’ fear was unclear, but they had won nonetheless.

[Now begins the time of massacre.]

Once the formation collapsed and chaos ensued, the physical disparity ensured our victory.

In this vast grand stratum, the ceaseless screeches of the rats echoed everywhere.

The brutal ecosystem left no room for mercy for the defeated.

Even amidst this, the swarm continued to grow.

“Are there any rewards for this? Technically, it’s the first PVP victory.”

[Only if you ‘exterminate’ them completely and remove them entirely from the equation would there be a reward.]

“What?”

I asked absentmindedly, but my face stiffened at the answer.

I glanced at the back of my hand.

The unused Assassination Authority was still there.

I wondered what the opposing Player possessed.

If it were the same Assassination Authority as mine, there wouldn’t be a problem.

“Do you think a reward is possible?”

[…The opponent has used the Species Preservation Right. Therefore, extermination is impossible. No reward will be given.]

“Damn it.”

It was one of the bad scenarios I had somewhat expected.

Running away like a coward wasn’t an option.

“I’m exhausted.”

I put down my mobile phone.

It was already dark outside.

My neck was stiff, and my eyes felt dry.

It had been impossible to avoid after watching the Large-scale War unfold for hours.

“…”

In the darkened room, silence enveloped as ears strained to catch any sound.

Kang Do-Yeon had just entered the house.

The friends questioned all testified in unison that nothing unusual had happened today.

The cross-referenced testimonies made it seem factual in terms of timing, but there was still no room for relief.

[…Let me give you a hint.]

“What? You?”

[Be prepared.]

At that moment, a message appeared alongside a vibration.

The unexpected content left me momentarily frozen.

[Once the Game truly enters the Mainstream, it will likely be difficult to live a normal daily life. There’s no certainty that what happened today won’t occur on Earth.]

The following words were shocking.

“What exactly does that mean?”

[It’s as it sounds. It’s a fact you can easily infer. The Players and the Units.]

“…Now tell me. Who exactly are you? How do you know all this?”

[As I said before, I’m merely an Observer.]

My hand trembled.

At the same time, the Large-scale War I had just witnessed replayed vividly in my mind.

Could the possibility of that War happening on Earth truly be dismissed?

[It’s a brutal Game. So please survive. Protect what you want and the people you care for.]

“I have no power.”

[I know.]

“But you said you could help me.”

I held up my mobile phone.

A strong Player and a strong Unit could meet to make each other even stronger.

But that wasn’t the case for me. In this situation, the only ones I could rely on were these guys I had been monitoring all along.

“Is part-time work… too challenging?”

It seemed I would need to keep a closer watch for the time being.

But first, I had to take care of my younger sibling’s matter.
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Countless worlds, countless people intertwined on the Game Board.

The moment the Game Board officially began, movements started in this world as well.

However, the vast majority of the creatures in this world had nothing to do with the game.

Unless the existence of the game was revealed, people were merely victims of the impending chaos and confusion.

“What, what are you saying, Jiyeon! You’re suddenly quitting the company?”

“Didn’t you hear me? I can no longer act solely according to the company’s requests.”

“But why on earth…”

Kang Seung-Yong, the president of Hunter Corporation Gaebyeok, was left speechless by the shocking news.

The reason was that Cha Jiyeon, a C-Rank—no, now an A-Rank—Hunter who had been with the company for a long time, had submitted her resignation with the intention of transferring to another organization.

“What’s your real reason? I’ve known you since high school. You’re not being serious right now, are you?”

“…Don’t ask.”

Cha Jiyeon flinched at his words, bit her lip, and lowered her head.

What he said was true.

In truth, she didn’t want to change jobs.

But she had no choice.

Equivalence, give-and-take. It was the law of the world and an undeniable reality.

In this world, one had to work as much as they received.

“Where are you planning to transfer? Don’t tell me… it’s to the new American company, Evolution?”

“That’s right.”


“What kind of connection do they have with you—or rather, with ‘your group’?”

Kang Seung-Yong easily guessed her destination.

In fact, it would have been odd if he didn’t know.

Recently, the Step-Up Hunters, who had drawn attention for their rapid growth, had been gathering under a single company at a certain point.

Her movements were also, frankly, predictable.

“It’s my duty.”

“So, what exactly is that duty—”

“President!”

Their conversation was abruptly interrupted by an employee dashing into the room in a hurry.

Regardless of the president’s glare, the employee, panting heavily, turned on the TV in the office.

“What’s going on?”

“Ne-News… something big…”

The news the employee turned on was a live breaking report.

Cha Jiyeon frowned as if she had expected this moment to come.

“Orcs?”

“The reason I’m going to Evolution is because of that.”

“It doesn’t look like just a pack of ordinary orcs.”

In this era, where demonic creatures were more common than wild animals, something shown as breaking news couldn’t be ordinary.

The scene being broadcasted on the news was a city in the United States, where creatures known as orcs were pouring out.

Orcs were classified as C-Rank enemies—not too weak but not excessively strong either.


“Are those really orcs?”

But Kang Seung-Yong’s eyes widened in astonishment.

The hundreds of orcs appearing on the screen were far from ordinary.

The typically shabby creatures, dressed in scraps of cloth and wielding clubs, were now equipped with high-quality steel armor and weapons.

Their strength and organization had clearly improved.

The shock reached its peak when an orc shaman appeared, blocking the Hellfire Missiles fired by U.S. military helicopters with a bluish barrier.

“Those aren’t ordinary orcs.”

“What in the world…”

It defied common sense.

While Kang Seung-Yong was struck speechless, Cha Jiyeon bit her lip.

‘Can we even win against them?’

Those orcs were both competitors and enemies of the group she belonged to.

But they were clearly formidable.

“Look. They’re taking people captive. Until now, they used to just kill and eat them.”

“…Yes. They’re likely intending to use them for something.”

Hunters in the U.S. arrived and joined forces with the military to fight the creatures.

Meanwhile, the camera captured the orcs indiscriminately dragging men, women, and children and throwing them into the Gate they had emerged from.

“You, do you know something about them?”

“I do, but I can’t say. However, you’ll find out soon enough. Those creatures aren’t the only ones. So, prepare yourself. This could be a long and… horrific war.”

She sighed with sorrowful eyes.


An era of endless competition and mutual slaughter was dawning.

And as always, the powerless and ignorant would be the ones to die in droves.

Leaving the stunned Kang Seung-Yong behind, she exited the office.

[As per the command, seek an alliance first.]

“The ‘Players’ on Earth.”

[Among the humans, you cannot be certain who belongs to another Player’s unit. The most reliable option is to ally with Players from other worlds. However, you must first determine which world their units reside in.]

She had already been given her mission.

Some of her comrades were tasked with forming alliances with Earth’s Hunters to strengthen their faction, while others, including herself, had been assigned different orders.

[To those assigned the Exploration Mission, may Grace be with you.]

A flash of light appeared before her eyes, and a small stone fragment fell.

A mysterious stone inscribed with a spell—a Mana Stone.

She had used one several times before.

—

“This is a disaster.”

Watching the news, I looked more serious than ever.

It wasn’t just as the news claimed, that the orcs had grown stronger.

Those orcs were undoubtedly units interacting with a Player.

What that enigmatic narration had warned about was becoming a reality.

“Revealing this might be over the top, but seriously…”

I scratched my head, frustrated with thoughts of Kang Do-Yeon.

With the situation escalating to this extent, shouldn’t I tell my family?

The reason I hesitated wasn’t particularly significant.

It was more about resolving the situation.

After all, the person who had been acting so serious was now living a perfectly normal life as if nothing had happened since that day.

But the fact that they brought home a hefty 500,000 won every week was too concerning to ignore.

“What if they really are connected to a Player or a unit?”

[Think carefully. Being a unit is already a problem, but if they’re a Player, you must exercise extreme caution. A Player will inevitably target the life of another Player.]

A Player’s enemy was another Player, and a unit’s enemy was another unit.

The realization struck me hard.

Ultimately, after much hesitation, I made up my mind.

I decided to speak honestly.

Especially since there were now plenty of global incidents to support my claims.

“Hey. Let’s talk.”

“…Come in.”

The response came immediately after I knocked.

I opened the door.

They were lying face down on the bed.

“You might not believe what I’m about to say, but you know the uproar on the news about the orcs in the U.S., right?”

“…”

“Those creatures aren’t normal. In fact, they’re—ugh!”

As I spoke seriously, a pillow flew straight at my face.

I was so taken aback that I could only roll my eyes in confusion.

Kang Do-Yeon had already stood up and was covering my mouth.

Her eyes were trembling violently.

Then, she grabbed my hand and stared intently at the back of it.

I couldn’t shake off her slender arm. This was not the strength of an ordinary human.

“Don’t speak.”

“Mmmph?”

“Whatever you do, don’t say words like Player, Game, or Unit.”

Her voice trembled as she shook her head.

I slowly nodded.

After all, even though I was using all my strength, I couldn’t push her away.

“I—I know too. That Strange App, Player. I—I became one. I got caught up in it… So, you can’t hear about it. I was ordered. If I hear anything like that…”

Her stuttering worsened, and her eyes trembled even more.

I had only seen her fall into such panic once before.

Ten years ago, in that moment. The day our father died right before our eyes.

“Take your time and explain. I promise I won’t say a word, so don’t worry.”

I finally managed to speak, calmly reassuring her.

Fortunately, her panic subsided quickly.

“What on earth happened?”

Instead, I found myself growing calmer.

“Yoon Ah turned me into her Puppet.”

“…That landlord’s daughter?”

Kang Do-Yeon showed me her wrist.

Seeing the scar vividly etched on her pale skin made me grit my teeth.

I remembered. She was a neat, kind, and cheerful friend. To think she would do something like this.

“She—she said she got that power from her Units. She claimed her Units were people called the Cheongsan Tribe, nomads skilled in Earth and Wind Shamanism.”

“…And? What did she make you do?”

“Nothing. Even after that, she just acted like a normal friend. Instead, Yoon Ah gave me money every week, calling it a salary. Five hundred thousand won each time.”

“Why? Why did she give that to you?”

“Th-that’s because… if I die…”

She began stammering again.

I felt my anger boil to the top of my head, but my heart remained cold.

Think rationally, efficiently. Like The Swarm.

“Is the other command you received the Information Gathering Command?”

“Yes. If I ever hear anyone talk about Player, App, or anything like that, I’m supposed to report it immediately.”

“At least it’s not completely hopeless.”

After listening to her and compiling the information, I couldn’t help but smirk.

From what I’d heard, it seemed like a path was becoming clear.

“Maybe I should just kill her.”

I looked at the back of my hand, where the Assassination Authority was engraved.

The justification, the necessity, the means and methods—all were perfect.

There was absolutely no reason why I shouldn’t kill the girl who had turned my younger sister into a victim.

“No.”

At that moment, Kang Do-Yeon denied my words.

I was slightly surprised.

However, the look in my younger sister’s pale face and trembling eyes was different from before.

“This could be useful.”

“…What do you mean by that?”

“From what I’ve heard, it seems like the situation is quite complex.”

Regaining her composure little by little, she began pouring out her thoughts in a flurry.

As if possessed, I found myself fully focused on her story.
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“First of all, Units automatically consider any Unit from a different faction as an Enemy.”

Kang Do-Yeon began to calmly organize the explanation.

With my mouth sealed shut, I nodded.

“Likewise, Players also antagonize other Players. But here’s where the contradiction arises. What if the Opposing Player’s Units exist in a completely different world? On a different Server, for instance.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

Units from the same world are always Enemies, but Players may not necessarily be.

In fact, depending on the situation, they could even form an alliance.

To target another Player from the same faction.

A chill ran down my spine.

“And those Units causing chaos on Earth right now—they’re unrelated to us. But think about it differently. What if the ones wreaking havoc on Earth are under the control of a Player from your world?”

“Not just the Units, but those kinds as well—they’d try to find and kill them.”

If a Player is killed, there’s no need to go through a War.

My head started to ache.

It’s far too complex and entangled.

“But what does that have to do with using Oh Yoon-Ah? Why does that put you in danger? Why are you getting hurt?”

“I don’t forgive them either. But Yoon-Ah doesn’t know anything about you anyway.”

The person slowly opened their mouth, their breath somewhat ragged, their gaze wavering.

“She prioritizes her own safety above all else and wants to interact with other Players. Players whose worlds don’t overlap with hers. Instead of staying still, she plans to move actively and expand her Faction.”

“She’s going to stick by your side all the time?”


“I’ll keep feeding her information. Until I find a more certain opportunity.”

There’s merit in taking the initiative.

Gathering information unilaterally and using it in reverse.

It’s reasonable. Yes, if you think efficiently and rationally, my sibling’s words are correct.

But if that’s the case, am I even human anymore, or just part of the Swarm?

“I’m worried about you.”

“…Then buy me some bread.”

The person smiled weakly.

In the end, I left the room as it was.

“Are you sure that person isn’t a Unit?”

[Correct. Units and Players are determined from the beginning. Additionally, those recruited, bound, or contracted do not influence the rules.]

Returning to the room, I dismissed the last remaining concern I had.

[Don’t blame yourself.]

“How can I not?”

[On the contrary, the objective has become clearer. Check this out. Your Account Level has risen to 3.]

Leveling up is ridiculously slow.

Still, it was fortunate that the number of Specimens and amount of Nutrients I could allocate had increased.

“…This is an investment.”

I shook an envelope containing one million won.

It was money earned by a young person risking their life. I hadn’t spent a single penny of it until now, but this time, I had to.


I fiddled with my Mobile Phone.

I still remembered the words, “It’s not the right time yet.”

But someday.

When that time comes.

I will hatch, feed, and nurture something.

Even if it’s a human.

[Do you want to see the Swarm? As it grows larger, the maintenance cost increases, but due to its Racial Trait, its Growth and digestion speed are equally fast.]

I checked the screen.

Indeed, the Swarm was erasing the traces of the Rats that used to fill the Grand Stratum.

Honestly, looking at the bigger picture, I wonder if there’s any lifeform in this Cave larger than us.

We had occupied two Grand Stratums and 20 Stratums in total.

“You won’t stop, will you?”

[Of course not. Victory is victory. There are still too many places left to consume.]

The Swarm collecting the Rats’ tools came into my view.

Oddly enough, they seemed to be in deep contemplation.

[Tools, an undeniably attractive concept. But do we really need to use them in the same way they do?]

“Who knows. There are limits for now.”

[Correct. The Swarm has reached the same conclusion.]

The Swarm abandoned the use of tools.

To be precise, they gave up on using tools acquired externally.


After all, steel was something we couldn’t produce ourselves.

[But there are alternatives. Someday, we might be able to create weapons harder and sharper than steel ourselves.]

“…That’s entirely possible.”

Keeping the concept of tools stored away, the Swarm sent Scouts into new areas.

[This entire region has already been devastated by the Rats. However, their corpses, as well as the Mushroom Houses and structures they built, are all digestible for us.]

The surroundings had become the Rats’ front yard.

Using the Species Preservation Right, they had fled somewhere—who knows where—but if they ran far enough, I doubt they could survive.

“Still, thanks to them paving the way, it won’t take long to consume everything.”

[Correct. Consuming their corpses will probably take longer… Look at this. A Scout has discovered something again.]

“What kind of nuisance is this?”

I checked the screen.

The Scout had found a pathway leading to the upper Stratum, already cleared by the Rats.

And at the end of the path, which they had claimed as their territory, something was there.

“Clearly a different route, but why did they block it off?”

A passage sealed tightly with large rocks, mushroom fragments, and soil.

It was undoubtedly the work of the Rats.

Circumstantially, this was the only path leading upward.

Which meant that the Rats had intentionally blocked off their only route to expand upward.

“Why would they do that? They were coming down without any issue. Or, if we hadn’t responded swiftly, would they have blocked the lower area too?”

[Unfortunately, the Swarm doesn’t have the capability to analyze data within brains. But the Swarm is aware that the Rats intentionally sealed that passage.]

“Then how do you plan to act?”

[Isn’t it obvious?]

The Swarm Soldiers began moving.

The strongest Soldiers were deployed to slowly break through the blockage.

[We do not stop. To halt means death. Our growth has become too vast to hesitate now.]

No matter what bizarre creatures might live beyond that passage.

We had to fight and consume.

“Of course, I trust you.”

And now, I wanted that too.

The Swarm needed to grow stronger.

To grow and become my strength.

[It’s almost cleared. The Scouts are entering through the faint opening now.]

As soon as a gap appeared, a few small Scouts slipped inside.

Simultaneously, the Scouts’ shared vision activated.

At first, it was an ordinary Cave.

An ordinary Cave, but…

[This time, the Swarm, using its initial experience of reaching a ‘Branch’ within a Grand Stratum, was less shocked. This place can definitely be described as part of the ‘Trunk.’]

“It’s overwhelming and incredible at the same time.”

It was indeed a Cave.

But it was only a Cave in appearance. I had never seen a Cave of this magnitude before.

Dense vegetation, including mushrooms as tall as ordinary trees, the towering ceiling tens of meters high, and the luminous stones sparkling like stars on that ceiling.

The caves I had seen until now were nothing more than child’s play.

[Is there a problem?]

“Not at all.”

I smirked.

In the end, it didn’t matter much what kind of place this was.

The Swarm would devour everything here anyway.

[The most important thing is whether there are rival Units. The next most important thing is whether there are Factions or individuals strong enough to oppose us.]

The Scouts roamed tirelessly.

Perhaps because the environment changed so rapidly, everything around us was new information.

“An Earth Dragon?”

Amidst it all, I spotted something familiar.

A massive, flame-spewing lizard the size of a car—the Red-Scaled Burrowing Dragon.

Once the ruler of the 10th Stratum, the lizard was crawling through the mushroom forest.

It was somewhat comforting to see a familiar face.

“Hmm?”

[As expected, this is the Upper Stratum. This is a place where creatures once confident in the lower layers can be hunted with ease.]

I blinked in surprise.

The once-mighty Earth Dragon had been hunted in an instant.

“…Well.”

The monster that had hunted the Earth Dragon was a giant Beetle.

Its size rivaled that of the Earth Dragon.

What I had thought was a nearby rock was actually the Beetle’s carapace, covered in dust.

A world where common sense didn’t apply.

That was this Cave.

[We haven’t scouted the entire area yet, but there don’t seem to be any Factions worth mentioning. Which means there are no threats capable of hindering us in this Middle Stratum.]

The Cave blocking the passage was completely destroyed.

As expected, the Swarm immediately took action.

Maintenance costs were a factor. The sooner, the better.

[We don’t charge in recklessly. We are beings that learn. The experiences we’ve accumulated are all recorded in our history.]

“We’ve already been through a proper War.”

I agreed.

This had gone beyond the concept of simple group hunting.

By mixing various Unit Types to maximize combat efficiency, these were no longer mere hunters but a force assembled solely for War.

The Soldiers of the Swarm, who had transformed from predatory hunters into a sharp, cold military force, began to swarm the Beetle devouring the Earth Dragon.

[Its carapace is quite sturdy. Even more so than the carapaces of the creatures from the Lower Stratum that we possess. Which makes it all the more desirable.]

The Beetle, trusting its shell, quickly burrowed into the ground, adopting a defensive posture.

Most Predators would have given up at this point.

But not us.

The Swarm persistently harassed the creature and eventually succeeded in flipping it over.

Watching it get dismembered alive, I frowned.

[It’s nothing significant, is it? No matter how much it evolves, it’s just a large beast. It can’t possibly compare to us.]

“…You’re not stating your personal opinion, are you? You’re speaking from the Swarm’s perspective, right?”

[Correct. Did you sense something?]

Sense something? I hesitated for a moment as I watched the Black Wave gradually engulf the Cavern.

“What if it becomes arrogant?”

The Swarm had clearly developed the seeds of Emotion during the last battle.

This creature, still in its infancy, becoming arrogant and twisted was not something I wanted to see.
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-If we’re not careful, the nightmare from ten years ago could repeat itself.  

“…”  

I read the article absentmindedly, over and over again.  

Then I let out a sigh.  

Ten years ago, when the response system was still immature.  

Back then, countless people died because of the demonic creatures.  

The situation is just as dire now.  

“Talking about the game isn’t against the rules, right?”  

[That’s correct. Ultimately, all responsibility falls on you.]  

“…Do they still not know?”  

I scrolled down quickly.  

Lately, it’s been nothing but stories like this.  

Evolving demonic creatures, commonly referred to as mutants.  

For those who don’t know, it could indeed be confusing.  

But strictly speaking, they aren’t mutants.  

They’re growing, interacting, and learning.  

Although no reports of these mutants have surfaced in Korea yet, they could appear anytime.  

“What about The Swarm? How much larger does it need to grow to interact with me?”  

As the situation grew increasingly urgent, I couldn’t help but bite my lip in frustration.  


I had asked whether it was possible to extract information by incorporating parts of higher-tier entities’ bodies, but the only response I received was that The Swarm’s current interpretive abilities made complete restoration impossible.  

Even if I were to transmit my blood, containing my genes and cells, The Swarm wouldn’t be able to replicate a human from that alone.  

[When communication will be possible, nobody knows. It could be immediate, or it could be far in the future. But one thing is certain: controlling it is your responsibility.]  

My responsibility.  

I checked the remaining specimen slots, confirming I still had some leeway.  

I had already resolved myself to some extent.  

If the demonic creatures appeared, I planned to find them and record them.  

“..Huh?”  

At that moment, a loud siren blared from outside.  

*  

“Somewhere around here?”  

The street was in disarray.  

Cha Jiyeon parked her car by the roadside and placed a small stone in her palm.  

The stone vibrated with a soft hum.  

She had combed through more than half of Seoul to finally catch this signal.  

Using the signal as a basis, she had roughly narrowed down the target’s range.  

[Pinpointing the exact location is impossible. However, as you approach the vicinity, you should be able to identify suspicious individuals.]  

“Understood.”  

She got out of the car.  

Her distinctive appearance began to draw attention from the surrounding crowd, but wearing a hat and sunglasses, she deliberately ignored their gazes and walked on.  


Two schools, numerous apartment complexes, commercial buildings, subway stations, and more.  

Although the range had been reduced, there were still too many targets to search for.  

“…”  

However, someone was watching her.  

An unknown presence, unseen by even her or her backer.  

The creature, sharing its vision with a sparrow circling above, bared its sharp teeth in a sinister grin.  

“…The position has been fixed for hours now. That means it’s likely a residence, school, or self-employed individual?”  

As Cha Jiyeon wandered around the neighborhood, she racked her brain, trying to deduce the potential candidates.  

This area was a typical bedroom community, so anyone staying in one place on a weekday morning could be narrowed down.  

[How unfortunate.]  

But in a fleeting moment, the peaceful atmosphere of the morning was shattered.  

She raised her head.  

In the distance, the sound of screams reached her ears.  

“A sudden gate!”  

“G-Goblins! But their appearances are…”  

With the heightened sensory perception of a Hunter, she accurately caught the faint screams.  

From the people’s cries, she discerned what had occurred.  

[Coincidence? Absolutely not. Take cover. They’re after you.]  

“…Did you really have to make it so obvious?”  

Clicking her tongue, she instinctively ran toward the source of the screams.  


It was natural.  

She was a Hunter, someone who hunted monsters.  

And she was also someone with the duty to save people.  

[No, retreat immediately. Karkos has decreed that variables cannot be created.]  

“People are dying! And it’s because of us!”  

[Regrettably, your Player does not consider such matters relevant.]  

“Ugh…”  

A sharp pain shot through her spine, causing her to stagger.  

It was a warning.  

Her Player possessed a mysterious and undeniable power.  

From the outset, they had bestowed their grace upon her and imposed restrictions to use her as their pawn.  

[Withdraw and assess the situation. Once their forces are identified, join in and claim credit.]  

She had to obey the command.  

Clenching her lips, she quickly retreated, ignoring the growing screams behind her.  

“What kind of goblins…”  

While Cha Jiyeon was retreating.  

From the distortion in space, they poured out, attacking people indiscriminately.  

Their height was akin to that of a young elementary school student.  

With dark green skin and distorted faces, they resembled the goblins from fiction.  

Since their official designation was similar to orcs, people simply referred to them as goblins instead.  

They were a small group of demonic creatures, classified as F-rank—the lowest grade.  

It was said that even an ordinary person could defeat one in a one-on-one fight.  

“I-Is this… Argh.”  

But the goblins emerging from the gate now were different.  

They were no longer a mere pack of beasts.  

Though crude, a flag with lettering written in blood on coarse fabric fluttered in the air.  

“●●●!!”  

Several police officers who had rushed in and fired their pistols were struck down by arrows from their longbows.  

The goblins had already formed an army.  

Unleashing chaos and slaughter, they left some of the population untouched.  

Sparing a select group of people, they captured them.  

Their targets were women of childbearing age.  

Goblins, unable to reproduce without the females of other species, had specific prey in mind.  

[●…]

A warrior at the forefront sniffed the air.

People were frantically evacuating from a large building.

The scent of prey wafted strongly from there.

“Hey, hey, everyone! Stay calm and just follow the manual! Get to the shelter! Don’t go outside now!”

The once-quiet school turned into pandemonium.

Sirens blared madly, and screams could be heard in the distance, but the evacuation faltered from the very start.

“Everyone..!”

The teacher’s authority crumbled as the real situation unfolded.

It wasn’t a lack of awareness about safety.

It was just sheer, overwhelming terror.

“What are you doing? Let’s go.”

“You’re oddly calm? But I think we should reconsider heading straight to the shelter.”

In the midst of the chaos, Kang Do-Yeon couldn’t help but stay close to Oh Yoon-Ah.

Despite Kang Do-Yeon urging her to head to the shelter, Oh Yoon-Ah hesitated.

“What are you talking about?”

“If we make the wrong move, we could all be annihilated. It’s not that I don’t trust the manual. It’s just that you can’t be sure what kind of ‘things’ will pop out of the gate.”

Hearing her friend chuckle in this situation, Yoon Ah frowned at the mention of annihilation.

Even though she already knew about the app and game, at the end of the day, they were just ordinary high school girls.

“I’m not sure. Even if we want to make allies, directly encountering the monsters emerging from the gate doesn’t seem like a good choice.”

“Kyaaah!”

While Oh Yoon-Ah was busy talking, something shattered the window in the chaotic hallway and flew in.

It was an arrowhead, sharp and carved from a black, obsidian-like mineral.

Seeing that, Kang Do-Yeon felt a chill run down her spine.

“Goblins!”

Someone let out a piercing scream.

The goblins, targeting the school, ignored other places and began swarming over the walls like ants.

“Let’s run.”

“Yeah.”

At this moment, the two were in agreement.

Though one might think mere goblins couldn’t do anything to the steel door of the shelter, they knew these goblins were no ordinary ones.

“Everyone, get outside and escape… What are you doing?!”

“Don’t make a stupid decision at the last moment after being smart all along. If everyone runs outside together, it’ll be hard to escape properly. And there’s no time for that.”

Kang Do-Yeon covered Oh Yoon-Ah’s mouth as she tried to lead the other students and teachers to safety outside.

Caught off guard by Kang Do-Yeon’s actions, Oh Yoon-Ah was shocked.

“…They’re our friends. Are you suggesting we use them as bait?”

“Bait? Bait is something you use when hunting. This is just a desperate struggle.”

Her tone was resolute.

Though Oh Yoon-Ah was technically in charge, she found herself nodding under the weight of Kang Do-Yeon’s determination.

After that, the two of them sprinted madly down the hallway.

The goblins, already infiltrated from the rear, started killing those who resisted and capturing students who couldn’t escape in time.

“Gasp…”

As they ran down the stairs, a bloodied goblin holding a sword stood grinning in front of them.

The victims were the school principal and the vice principal.

Even the novice teachers, who had vowed to protect the students, had abandoned them and fled, only to be killed by the monster that had gotten ahead of them.

“Protect me! Isn’t that why you’ve got the power?!”

“I know.”

Terrified, Oh Yoon-Ah trembled and hid her small frame behind Kang Do-Yeon.

In the end, Kang Do-Yeon stepped forward.

If they couldn’t escape from here, they would die.

And perhaps suffer something even worse.

At least now, she had a faint trace of strength.

“●●.”

The goblin grinned and thrust its sword toward her.

It was a goblin’s weapon, but it was as long as a machete.

‘Please, pull yourself together.’

Kang Do-Yeon steadied her shaking heart.

Whenever she saw demonic creatures, directly or indirectly, the trauma of that day would resurface.

A horrifying memory from her childhood that still haunted her.

“Hoo…”

That incident had left countless scars on her psyche.

While some events could plunge her into panic in an instant, the aftermath of that day also gave her something else.

“You disgusting monster bastard!”

“●!”

At times, it gave her boiling hatred and fury.

When her anger suppressed her fear, she kicked off the ground.

At the same time, she grabbed a fire extinguisher nearby with one hand and swung it with all her might, smashing it squarely into the goblin’s face.

The sound of flesh tearing, bones crunching and breaking, and the sharp clang of the impact echoed loudly.  
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“Ugh… Ah…”  

“Run quickly.”  

Kang Do-Yeon grabbed her frozen friend’s wrist and pulled her along.  

She still held the fire extinguisher in her hand.  

“Die!”  

The first time is hard, but the second time is easier.  

Already in a state of excitement, she hurled the fire extinguisher at another goblin that appeared at the bottom of the stairs.  

The fire extinguisher flew with fierce momentum, smashing the goblin’s face, and she stomped on the fallen creature like a madwoman.  

“Damn…”  

She wiped the blood splattered on her clothes.  

But there was no time to dwell on the aftermath.  

Grabbing the fire extinguisher again, she pulled Oh Yoon-Ah’s hand and hurriedly ran.  

Goblins were everywhere, here and there.  

The two barely escaped the building amidst the chaos.  

Though the sound of screams behind them made it clear that running away was the wisest choice.  

“Ah…”  

“What do we do! What do we do!”  

Oh Yoon-Ah screamed and clung to her in terror.  

They were surrounded.  


More than a dozen goblins that had gathered were baring their teeth and closing in.  

There was no one nearby to help.  

‘…Ha.’  

Kang Do-Yeon panted heavily and gripped the fire extinguisher.  

Among the goblins, a few of them boldly held out rough ropes they’d prepared in advance.  

“Hey!”  

But at that very moment—  

With an ear-splitting car horn, a passenger car dashed across the playground like a lunatic.  

“This is insane.”  

Stepping on the brakes, I gritted my teeth at the terrible sound.  

Throwing out the corpse of the person shot dead with an arrow from the driver’s seat, desecrating the dead, stealing someone else’s car, and using it for speeding and roadkill?  

Of course, that wasn’t the important thing right now.  

“Get in quickly!”  

After running over and killing a few goblins, I shouted at the ones standing there blankly.  

Finally coming to her senses, Kang Do-Yeon smashed the head of a staggering goblin with the fire extinguisher, shoved her short friend under her arm, and dashed toward the car.  

That girl must be Oh Yoon-Ah. I should’ve just left her behind.  

“How, how did you get here? And whose car is this?!”  

“Is that what matters right now?”  

I hit the accelerator again.  

Getting out of here was the priority.  


But my complacent thinking was entirely wrong.  

The moment I tried to reverse—something flew toward us.  

“No way.”  

“Is this…”  

I let out a sigh of disbelief.  

The thing that just flew over and burst the tire—could it be a bullet?  

“Kyaaah!”  

More bullets followed.  

Standing ahead was a goblin, leading other goblins with its beard fluttering.  

The one aiming a handgun, stolen from the police, at us was clearly the commander of these goblins and someone’s unit.  

“Oppa…”  

“You, stay here.”  

The goblin tossed aside the handgun and aimed a large staff it was holding.  

Instantly, flames coalesced into a fireball projectile.  

It was clear the goblin intended to launch it at us.  

I glanced down at my gloved hand.  

Even if I used the assassination authority to kill that goblin, what about the others?  

It was stated in the rules that “units and players” couldn’t be dealt with using the app’s basic functions.  

Taking a picture was impossible, as per the rules.  

“That thing.”  


But hope always existed.  

With a flash of lightning strike illuminating the area, someone appeared behind the goblins.  

“Cha Jiyeon!”  

“The Step-Up Hunter?”  

Oh Yoon-Ah and Kang Do-Yeon recognized her.  

A woman in a black suit, her light sky-blue hair fluttering as she wielded a sword enveloped in blue lightning.  

Thunderous sounds erupted consecutively, accompanied by flashes of light.  

I silently watched as she slaughtered the goblins.  

Hearing the sounds in the distance, it seemed hunters or police were already handling things back there.  

“She’s strong…”  

The kids muttered in awe.  

Indeed, she was strong.  

With each successive strike of electrokinesis, dozens of goblins were instantly killed.  

Although the goblins had become absurdly powerful, her strength was overwhelming.  

The goblin that seemed to be the commander hurled a massive fireball at her—  

But Cha Jiyeon split the enormous fireball with her hand, crackling with blue lightning, and extended her hand to release a powerful electrokinesis that turned the goblin into a charred corpse.  

Walking steadily toward us through the charred corpses, she approached.  

“Excuse me…”  

“Is anyone injured?”  

Her eyes met mine.  

At that moment, I had a gut feeling.  

Her eyes—something inside them.  

Could she, assumed to be a unit, have figured out my identity?  

“Behind, there are still people back there!”  

“…Behind?”  

At that moment, Oh Yoon-Ah shouted, pointing toward the school building.  

But Cha Jiyeon simply stared at her blankly, not moving.  

At that moment, I made eye contact with Kang Do-Yeon.  

There were only two players in this place from the start.  

“Don’t worry. Armed police and hunters have been urgently deployed, so you did well escaping. If you had stayed in the shelter, it would have been breached.”  

“…Do you have business with me, by any chance?”  

The atmosphere was tense.  

Oh Yoon-Ah and Cha Jiyeon—two individuals with secrets—locked eyes in midair.  

“Kasamandis.”  

“…?”  

“Say it once. Kasamandis.”  

The first to speak was Oh Yoon-Ah.  

I realized she was conducting her own verification process.  

“Kasamandis.”  

“You seem fine? If you borrowed power from someone of this world, they said it would be a cursed incantation.”  

Cha Jiyeon seemed to have noticed something as well, responding without hesitation.  

At the same time, she pulled something out.

It was a small, pebble-like stone that shone brightly.

“Unit.”

“Player.”

Oh Yoon-Ah and Cha Jiyeon both spoke simultaneously.

As expected, Cha Jiyeon was someone’s Unit.

And it was from a world different from Oh Yoon-Ah’s.

Kasamandis… I made sure to remember that incantation.

“So, what is your Player’s stance?”

“You said the purpose was to find a Player from a different faction and form an alliance, right?”

“Ah, I see.”

Where she found this confidence, I couldn’t tell—just moments ago, she was on the verge of tears, but now she stood with her shoulders squared and her chin raised high.

Well, even if she seemed a bit naive, deep down, she was cunning enough to brand her own friend, so she must have some kind of plan.

“Actually, it’s the same for me. I can provide plenty of help.”

“In that case, there’s no reason to hesitate.”

Cha Jiyeon smirked faintly, effectively confirming the formation of the alliance.

My younger sister and I could only play the role of bystanders.

In any case, for now, that might actually be the better option.

“For now, let’s move to a safe place—wait.”

At that moment, Cha Jiyeon, who was about to guide us, suddenly stopped.

Her face turned pale.

“W-What’s wrong? Could it be that your Player…”

Oh Yoon-Ah, who had been brimming with confidence, instantly shrank back and hid behind Kang Do-Yeon.

Cha Jiyeon clenched her eyes shut, trembling.

Then she staggered.

It was as if she was enduring some kind of immense pain.

“This can’t be. These people are innocent…!”

“No way.”

She staggered again, and then lightning flared around her.

The problem was that the crimson lightning didn’t seem to be under her control.

“Uphold… the Secret of the Game… Ugh…”

“W-Wait!”

While we were frozen, Oh Yoon-Ah unexpectedly stepped forward.

“These people are my people. They already know everything. There’s no need to silence them!”

“…Thank goodness.”

Hearing Oh Yoon-Ah’s explanation, the lightning around Cha Jiyeon gradually dissipated.

Dripping with cold sweat, Cha Jiyeon looked genuinely relieved.

“Let’s head to a safe place now.”

We followed her as we ran.

After that, there wasn’t much else to worry about.

The approaching Hunters and Armed Police drove away all the Goblins.

The surviving ones fled back through the Gate.

This marked the Beginning of the Calamity, a disaster that would go down in the history of the Republic of Korea, returning after ten years.

*

“So, what did she say?”

“She told me to explain things well to you and smooth it over.”

“That’s it?”

Amidst the confusion and turmoil, I sat absentmindedly on an Indian Border Stone with Kang Do-Yeon.

“She’s kind of scatterbrained.”

“She may be good at studying, but she’s a bit sloppy.”

That guy let out a chuckle.

As he said, Oh Yoon-Ah did have an awkward side.

You could see it just by the way she treated me.

According to Kang Do-Yeon, she spared me because she couldn’t brand me anymore.

And then she entrusted her younger sibling with a plea instead of silencing me herself.

Of course, from her perspective, having her younger sibling taken hostage served as a threat, so it wasn’t entirely ineffective.

In any case, we’d each saved each other’s lives once.

I was saved from the Goblins, and she was saved from Cha Jiyeon.

“Still, neither Yoon-Ah nor Cha Jiyeon knows about you. That’s a relief.”

“Yeah, somehow it worked out.”

“Do you know where the world with your Units is?”

“No.”

I let out a sigh.

I couldn’t even escape this underground world, let alone figure out where that place was.

“Let’s just go home. I can’t stay here anymore.”

“Yeah.”

I didn’t want to hear any more crying or shouting either.

Oh Yoon-Ah had disappeared with Cha Jiyeon, so there was no reason to linger.

We headed straight home.

“You’re really not hurt anywhere… Sob.”

“Ah, Mom, stop… Ugh.”

As soon as we arrived home, my mother, who I had called in advance, rushed over and hugged us tightly, sobbing.

After barely calming her down, I quickly went to my room.

It was only after experiencing it firsthand today that I realized.

Time wasn’t as abundant as I thought, and the danger was real.

“Has it been confirmed?”

[Yes. The Swarm is currently analyzing the new specimen in its entirety. This will go down in history. This specimen might bring significant progress to our evolution.]

On the screen of my mobile phone.

There were corpses of Goblins being consumed by the Nest.

Before leaving the area, I had captured photos of some of the Goblin corpses that had been run over by the car.

Surprisingly, even though they were Units, their corpses could still be transmitted.
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[The Swarm disassembled, digested, and absorbed all forms of organisms, entirely different from anything encountered so far.]

[The Goblin’s brain was more intricate and systematic than any brain acquired before. Using this as a hint, The Swarm further developed its own brain.]

[Just as when we first discovered the existence of ants, this will mark a significant turning point in our evolution.]

“Glad to hear you’re not averse to it.”

I gave a bitter smile.

Honestly, when it comes to Goblins, even ordinary people still associate them with dumb, short, low-ranking demonic creatures. But the Goblins here were different.

The image of that Goblin, calmly wielding a stolen police handgun with ease, was still vivid in my mind.

[We might adopt a new form.]

“It looks like it’ll still take some more time.”

The 20th Stratum, a part of the trunk, was enormous. The exploration wasn’t even completed yet.

Not to mention the other lateral branches connected to the trunk.

There’s so much we could devour.

This was the first time the problem was that we couldn’t consume fast enough.

[Indeed, this place is an enormous world of its own. And surely, there must be a master here. Look at the screen. Our scout has discovered a creature presumed to be the master of this place.]

“…It’s huge.”

It was truly colossal.

Dinosaur-sized? It seemed at least comparable to a large truck.

Unlike other creatures whose general forms could at least be identified, I couldn’t discern what this one was—whether it was a reptile, amphibian, or something else.

Unusually for the creatures here, it walked bipedally, though its legs were extremely short and thick.


With a hunched posture, it supported its long, thick arms on the ground, walking much like a gorilla.

Sharp claws glinted at the tips of its powerful arms.

[The Swarm observed this unfamiliar form of opponent with interest. It seemed the creature had decided to hunt.]

The creature stomped its way toward a nearby Giant Two-Headed Turtle.

The turtle, of course, tried to flee in a panic.

[The creature raised its fist and smashed the turtle, crushing it. With the turtle’s corpse shattered, the creature stretched its neck, opening its jaw wide.]

What the—

I furrowed my brow at the sight.

At the end of its elongated neck, there was no face.

Instead, its split flesh opened wide, revealing a mouth lined with sharp teeth, much like a lamprey’s.

It swallowed the crushed turtle whole with that mouth.

“A crazy world.”

[The Swarm prepared to hunt. Although this was the first time hunting an enemy of this scale, we already knew how to hunt large foes.]

I was appalled, but The Swarm brimmed with confidence.

The nest, which had been storing energy, began to stir and move immediately.

“Still, it’s way too big, isn’t it?”

[We have acquired a new weapon. The Swarm intends to actively utilize the Goblin’s DNA obtained this time.]

I felt a bit dazed.

The Swarm never utilized anything that seemed inefficient.

I hadn’t expected them to favor Goblins this much.


What potential did they see in them anyway?

[They judged that it could enhance our strengths. Among all the samples The Swarm currently possesses, Goblins are the closest to being versatile. We now understand tools.]

“That’s true.”

[No matter what form it takes, the possibilities for modification and evolution are endless.]

In the nest that had consumed every cell of the 20th Stratum and even its minor lateral branches, eggs began to be produced.

New soldiers, based on Goblins, would grow and hatch from those eggs.

“So, what about the brain? Communication with me?”

[As you know about Goblins, we now at least meet the minimum conditions to learn the structure of language.]

“Good.”

I was delighted.

Seeing bonds develop between similar or even evenly matched intelligent players like Cha Jiyeon or even just Oh Yoon-Ah, I knew firsthand how much power communication held.

Having experienced that power myself, I couldn’t help but feel excited.

“We’ll be able to talk, right?”

[…]

“…We can talk, can’t we?”

However, unlike The Swarm’s rapid growth, the path to communication with them seemed anything but smooth.

[Language is learning.]

“Come on…”

[How can we learn when there’s no one to teach?]

My hopes were dashed.


Language? Inside that cave, the only creatures communicating in any way were the squeaking rats.

[Moreover, the Goblin’s language system is distinctly different from that of humans. The Swarm has not yet grown to the level of learning advanced languages. My advice is that you seek another method rather than waiting for The Swarm to learn Korean.]

“Find a good method? Are you telling me to learn sign language or something? Forget it. Let’s move on. So, when will I be able to receive help from The Swarm?”

[No one has reached Chapter 3 yet. While players and units are undoubtedly connected by a single string, those who currently aid each other are not using the game’s options but their own abilities to overcome the world’s barriers.]

“You’re blaming me again? This is really frustrating.”

I let out a sigh, running my hand down my chest.

Maybe I was being too impatient.

It’s only been a month.

Others started by communicating and interacting from the beginning, but we had grown all the way here from a mere bundle of cells.

The Swarm hadn’t rested for even a second until now.

I couldn’t push them harder in this situation.

It was something I had to accept since I had been connected to them from the start.

If I endure and wait,

Surely, advantages will emerge for us in the end.

I resolved to buy time for that to happen.

“Oppa, you’re not sleeping, right?”

A knock sounded from outside the room.

I folded my mobile phone.

More time was still needed.

“What is it?”

“Um, that…”

“Yeah, I was watching our units.”

I trailed off.

Though my younger sibling looked curious to death, we had agreed not to mention my units in case of unexpected situations.

Of course, my younger sibling kept showing signs of curiosity, but we had to adhere to that agreement.

“Oppa, aren’t you giving anything to your units?”

“Ugh…”

Thus, occasional biting remarks would come my way.

“Uh, my units are late bloomers. Anyway, why are you here?”

“Yoon-Ah texted me.”

“!”

It was certainly big news.

She said she’d talk to Cha Jiyeon—had they reached a conclusion?

“What did she say?”

“Since we can’t go to school for a while, she wants to meet tomorrow. But she said you should come too, Oppa.”

“Will Cha Jiyeon be there?”

“…Yeah. She seems to think you’re the same as me… in that regard. It seems like it’s going to be an important conversation.”

Kang Do-Yeon bit her lip and lowered her head.

She must have thought I got involved because of her.

“It’s not a big deal. So, don’t blame yourself. Besides, it was part of our plan from the start.”

I reassured her as if it was nothing.

I didn’t find it particularly bad myself.  

It was better than letting that guy get involved alone.  

Above all, neither Cha Jiyeon nor Oh Yoon-Ah knew my true identity.  

Since they had come into contact, it was certain they would take further actions, which gave me an opportunity to gather information for free.  

“I’ll need to act well.”  

I chuckled faintly.  

*  

“Do you really have to go when things are so chaotic? Can’t you just stay home…”  

“It’s nothing serious, so it’s fine.”  

Early in the morning.  

After reassuring my mother, I left the house with my younger sibling.  

It was true that the neighborhood, no, the entire country, was in a state of chaos and confusion.  

Dozens of people were killed or taken away.  

Half of them were young students.  

“Let’s go.”  

We crossed the street, heading toward the meeting place.  

The area, which was still in disarray, was crowded with grieving families, police, and media companies.  

The meeting place was a cafe located a bit further away.  

The two of us remained silent the entire way.  

“There they are.”  

At that moment, Kang Do-Yeon spotted them first and pointed with her finger.  

A middle-aged couple standing with a short girl.  

Could they be Oh Yoon-Ah’s parents?  

“You’re here? This is… Pfft!”  

“?!”

As we approached, Oh Yoon-Ah, who greeted us warmly, was smacked on the back of the head by the middle-aged woman.  

Then, she bowed her head politely toward us.  

“We are this kid’s parents. We’ve heard everything. I’m sorry. I apologize for dragging you into such a horrifying situation. I’m sorry, Do-Yeon.”  

“Ah, no, we’re…”  

Both of us were flustered by the unexpected situation.  

Leaving Oh Yoon-Ah, who was holding the back of her head and groaning, crouching on the ground, we exchanged awkward greetings with Oh Yoon-Ah’s parents.  

“It’s really fine. In the end, thanks to you, we survived that crisis situation.”  

“…You’re so thoughtful. Despite choosing this ourselves, it was truly painful.”  

“And in any case, we’re on the same team now.”  

Oh Yoon-Ah’s mother touched the brand imprinted on my younger sibling’s wrist and began to sob.  

A brand was also visible on her wrist.  

Oh Yoon-Ah had empowered her own parents.  

Although she probably had no intention of using them as shielding.  

“Let’s all calm down for now. That person is coming over there.”  

Fidgeting with my sleeves to hide the back of my hand, I intervened to tidy up the scene.  

A large van approached and stopped nearby.  

“Everyone, please get in.”  

The person driving the van was none other than Cha Jiyeon.  
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[Can you now see it? How he perceives you. Even now, he maintains additional slots generously, just in case.]

A massive cave pulsating slowly.

However, this cave was already covered in the tissues of a living organism, having become a living entity in itself.

This was the lowest layer.

The origin of the swarm.

[…You still don’t know. What could you possibly understand, having just opened your eyes?]

From the writhing flesh walls, eggs poured out along with thick secretion.

The first eggs produced had already completed their growth within half a day.

[But I know. We are beginning to understand the concept of the unknown entity protecting us. Until now, we simply accepted what we were given. But not anymore. We are questioning, thinking. That is why we noticed his existence. No matter how exceptional we are, we cannot create something out of nothing. Yet he was doing just that.]

The first egg began to squirm.

The eggshell gradually tore apart, and then a black hand burst out, ripping the shell wide open.

[Voracious appetite has always been our instinct, eternally hungry. And now, our appetite for knowledge is no different. We harbored doubts about his identity. Who exactly is he?]

The new swarm soldier emerging from the egg looked entirely different from the lizard-type swarm soldiers that had been the mainstay of production until now.

It was clearly based on a goblin.

However, as it had undergone the swarm’s reinterpretation, its appearance was grotesque.

Like other units, it lacked a digestive system, reproductive organ, and even a brain.

Its body was straight and upright, with two limbs.

Almost every part of its flesh was composed solely of muscle organs dedicated to combat.

Because of this, its slender body, which seemed almost emaciated, could exert explosive power disproportionate to its weight.


[Take up weapons. We can now observe and learn. We know how to use tools.]

A section of the nest split open, and something sharp and gleaming rose up.

It was a sword forged from the hardest carapace the swarm could produce.

The new swarm soldier, clad in black carapace as if wearing armor, emanated a red glow through the gaps in the helmet-like carapace covering its head.

[One thing was certain: he always aided us. Do you want to know more about him…? Then continue as you have been.]

The first swarm soldier to break out of its egg staggered as it began ascending the passage to the upper stratum.

Identical units gradually followed behind.

Their numbers soon swelled to dozens, then hundreds.

[Kill them all, devour them all.]

Crossing the long passage, the soldiers emerged in a trunk-like formation, raising their swords.

Their purpose was solely massacre, slaughter, extermination, and devouring.

With newly devised tactics, even the beast-type swarm soldiers lying in wait joined in. Thousands of black waves surged toward their target, from both air and ground.

*

“We’ll head to a safe place first. We’ll talk properly there.”

“As expected of Step-Up Hunters, they’re all units, right?”

“You could say that.”

A van crossed the city.

My younger sibling and I sat in the back seat, merely exchanging glances.

Though my mobile phone kept vibrating, I couldn’t bring myself to check the app here.

“I heard Evolution is actively fighting mutant types… I mean, units.”


“Of course. They’re our enemies.”

“I have so many questions.”

Oh Yoon-Ah, who had taken a blow to the back of her head earlier, was now sitting in the passenger seat, speaking on equal footing with Cha Jiyeon.

Honestly, with Cha Jiyeon’s skills, she could probably wipe everyone here out.

“Get out. It’s Room 306.”

“…Where are we?”

“The safe house.”

The car stopped in front of what seemed to be an ordinary villa in the heart of Seoul.

We had no choice but to follow her into the house she mentioned.

Cha Jiyeon was the last to enter, closing the door behind her.

It was, naturally, a normal house.

Yet an odd tension filled the air.

“Now… let’s begin the real discussion.”

Cha Jiyeon personally sat down.

Player Oh Yoon-Ah and Unit Cha Jiyeon faced each other.

“Shall I start? Our player’s homeland is called Sehansha. The player refers to themselves as the Shaman of the Sky, and we sought out players from another world like this to propose cooperation.”

“You’re quite straightforward. My units’ homeland has long been known as the continent of Anankil. My units are from the Wind Tribe, a land of wind.”

The two women exchanged information without hesitation from the very first words.

It didn’t matter anyway. They were entirely unrelated entities.

“But why are you contacting players? With the restrictions in place, unless they’re former hunters, they wouldn’t be much help.”


“True. But ‘other’ players are the same, aren’t they? Players with units stationed in Sehansha.”

“Ah, so you’re planning to attack them first and eliminate them.”

The unfolding situation progressed as expected.

Eliminate the competition—that was the top priority.

I quietly observed, mentally absorbing all the information.

“As you’re aware, we’ve had no choice but to reveal most of our information to align with existing societal structures. Thanks to that, units and players alike have attracted unnecessary attention, so we needed allies who could move discreetly.”

“That’s us.”

“Yes.”

Cha Jiyeon smiled bitterly.

Now that I thought about it, there were probably fewer than a hundred Step-Up Hunters.

Moreover, since they were gathering under the newly formed company Evolution, practically all their information was already public.

“Today’s meeting ends here, but next time, things might be different. Other allies might join us.”

“One thing I’m curious about. Are the demonic creatures pouring out from beyond the gate all units from the start? And when did your player, or rather the game, begin?”

“Didn’t you ask your assistant?”

“They didn’t answer at all.”

I flinched at that.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t asked either.

“The game started at the same time for everyone. In other words, the demonic creatures that have appeared since the gates opened ten years ago have nothing to do with this game.”

Cha Jiyeon provided the answer.

In the end, whether they were units or not, it didn’t change the fact that those monsters had to be eradicated.

“Then, is there a possibility that humans like us could produce units from a different faction?”

“Absolutely. So be mindful of security.”

Trust no one.

That was the conclusion.

“Good work today. Thank you for your efforts.”

Cha Jiyeon’s business was quickly concluded.

Oh Yoon-Ah left the villa and bid farewell to my younger sibling.

“I apologize to your brother, but please lay low for now.”

“I will.”

With so much to gain, this was a small price to pay.

Cha Jiyeon even handed over the car keys without hesitation.

Riding in the car driven by Oh Yoon-Ah’s father, we were dropped off near our house and walked the rest of the way.

The silence on the way back was of a different kind.

“What do we do now? Do you still have no idea what kind of world your units are in? It’s neither Sehansha nor Anankil?”

Kang Do-Yeon spoke up first.

I shook my head.

“Not at all. But it doesn’t matter. As long as I’m the only one who knows. And… when the time comes to meet someone, I’ll have to settle it then.”

In truth, I didn’t place much importance on it.

The swarm was a being that had to devour and advance in order to survive.

“Will we… never have to fight again?”

“Oh Yoon-Ah promised that to her parents after being beaten by them, but who knows? In a crisis, even they would protect their daughter first. How could they care for someone else’s child?”

“Should I start working out or something…”

That guy grumbled.

I wasn’t exactly comfortable either.

A fight? Neither I nor that guy should ever be involved in such a thing.

“What’s up with all those notifications? At least you look fine—that’s a relief.”

[Do you want to see how far The Swarm has grown?]

As soon as I entered, I checked my mobile phone.

With a nervous heart, I tapped the icon on the side, the History Tab.

[Our proud history is constantly being updated.]

Suddenly, the screen began rapid scrolling.

What was unfolding now was a story from the past.

“…Huh.”

Goblins? No, those weren’t goblins.

They were entirely new beings.

Hundreds of such entities.

Familiar large lizards were alongside them.

[We always Give Full Power. The Swarm’s Wave began pouring toward the Master of the Stratum.]

The Swarm seemed to have devised a new strategy.

It looked chaotic, but in reality, there were predetermined positions and roles for each.

[Each individual soldier received completely different orders. With the computing power supported by Our Brain, which had consumed the entire cave, it was fully capable of controlling thousands of soldiers individually.]

The nest stopped production and focused all its nerves in an instant.

The flustered monster raised its massive fist and struck out, extending its neck to swallow the flying species whole.

But that sacrifice was entirely intentional.

Based on that sacrifice, the swarm soldiers succeeded in clinging to its body.

Here began the exploits of the Newly Produced Ones.  
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Owner of the 20th Stratum’s trunk, whose name and identity remain unknown, with a bizarre appearance.

However, regardless of what kind of creature it was, The Swarm had already judged it as a victory and attempted an attack.

Persistent reconnaissance and observation through Scouts.

[The Swarm wouldn’t have initiated a fight if they thought they’d lose from the start.]

‘They’ began to move.

Toward the flustered enemy, they grabbed the Venomous Pouch Toads in their hands and ‘threw’ them.

“Croooooaaa-”

The toads exploded with a splattering sound, dousing the creature’s body with strong acid.

A low, resonating cry echoed throughout the entire trunk.

As if to prove it wasn’t easy, the creature seemed to suffer little damage despite being drenched in acid.

[Its hide is tougher than expected. Then what about poison stingers and teeth?]

Beast-Type Swarm Soldiers continued to charge at the creature, which writhed violently.

Although they were naturally outmatched in strength, they could cover it with numbers.

Dozens of lizards clung to one of the creature’s arms, biting and holding on.

Flying Species descending from above attempted to find weaknesses such as its eyes, stabbing wildly with poison stingers.

[The creature had no eyes, ears, or nose. Weak points scarcely existed. But we still have one more method.]

“…Finally.”

As the creature’s movements were being restricted,

Those who had been waiting began to sprint.


No one knew how strong the swords they held would prove to be.

“Graaaaah!”

The creature screamed.

To attack the persistently annoying Flying Species, it stretched its neck and opened its mouth wide, and in that moment, one soldier leapt, thrusting and striking up with their sword straight into its gaping maw.

[A massive giant crumbles with just a small wound.]

“So its mouth was the weak point?”

The creature, staggering, collapsed, and The Swarm began to swarm over its body.

They had discovered that the creature’s mouth was its weak point.

Large Species with overwhelming strength began forcibly prying the creature’s mouth open.

“Ugh…”

The gruesome sight made me frown.

Through the forcibly opened mouth, the soldiers began crawling inside.

As long as it didn’t chew, its teeth couldn’t harm their carapaces.

The soldier that crawled deep into its throat began to slash and stab violently with their sword.

[Great Trunk Guardian Spirit: 4c0080]

“Guardian Spirit…”

From that point on, history ended, bringing me back to reality.

The name of the monster we defeated and absorbed was the Great Trunk Guardian Spirit.

[Look. It seems they are not singular entities.]

“…Just how vast is this place?”


In the meantime, The Swarm was already preparing for war again.

More of them kept appearing from other branches connected to this trunk.

Of course, to The Swarm, which had already experienced victory and gathered data, they were nothing more than nutrient-rich food.

[The developed intelligence and analytical prowess of The Swarm have discovered a singularity among the Guardian Spirits.]

“A singularity?”

[How did they immediately come upon the scene after hearing the death of their kin? It’s the power of communication. Now, we understand it.]

Among the organs of the Guardian Spirits, a structure emitting incomprehensible ultrasonic waves was discovered.

In the past, The Swarm might have overlooked what that organ signified, but not anymore.

Observing the consistent ultrasonic waves emitted, they had grown enough to infer that it was an organ for communication between kin.

“So ultimately, the brain has to keep evolving beyond its limits for overall analytical skills to improve. But why is The Swarm so interested in communication methods? Aren’t they already bound by the Collective Consciousness? Don’t tell me…”

[You’re correct. The Swarm is trying to communicate with external beings. Specifically, you.]

I got goosebumps while reading the text.

It acknowledged me. Finally, it did.

“Me, I…”

[To The Swarm, which is in the midst of growing its curiosity, you are the most fascinating subject. For a lifeform developing intelligence, the existence of a parent is naturally significant.]

“Then I should give them a reward. Whether they’ll think of it as a reward, I don’t know.”

Feeling pleased, I took pictures of the high-calorie foods I had bought with the money my younger sibling had given me and sent them.

Would they interpret this as a reward?

[Victory, and the sweet food that follows. The Swarm has reached the stage where it assigns meaning and reasons to actions that were previously repetitive.]

“Wow!”


At least now, they were not simply accepting without question.

Watching them rapidly absorb the items, I felt proud.

It was a sense of accomplishment beyond that of seeing a well-trained pet dog.

A parent. Though it wasn’t the perfect analogy, The Swarm was obviously not just a simple pet to me.

[There are no more enemies in the trunk. This place is ours now.]

The Swarm moved ceaselessly.

Scouts had already scattered in all directions, investigating all branches connected to this place and discovering a passage leading upward.

As always, they devoured every Lateral Branch without leaving a single lifeform alive and continued to ascend.

“Where we were… it’s more like a root than a branch, isn’t it?”

[Indeed. The place where The Swarm awakened is the Lowest Level of the Labyrinth. The deepest part of this place. Thus, this trunk also belongs to the lowest part of the trunk.]

“Does this cave even have an end?”

Anxiety crept in. Though it seemed like I was rushing, it was because I couldn’t help but feel uneasy.

[There’s no need to worry too much. This cave is not some starting point. Also, your account level has increased to 4. Slots and capacity have expanded.]

“This is!”

[And with our progress to the lowest part of the trunk, The Swarm’s history has reached the end of Chapter 1 and entered Chapter 2.]

The screen changed.

Two new icons were added to the left.

“What are these?”

[If Chapter 1 was adaptation, Chapter 2 is the beginning. From now on, Units and Players will actively communicate. The String will be enhanced.]

For a moment, I felt a ticklish sensation in my chest.

Of course, this alone didn’t bring any noticeable change.

[The first icon. It is the Bestowed Item.]

I touched the first icon.

The camera turned on.

[Though I haven’t mentioned it since you never chose it, didn’t you notice something while sending the sample? When sending the sample, objects couldn’t be transferred.]

“…Now that you mention it.”

When I sent the termite, the rearing container remained.

When I sent goblins, their weapons stayed behind.

No, the very act of sending a specimen itself was an ability specialized for us.

[Think of the rats you’ve dealt with. The items they possessed. Those were all Bestowed Items. It is a basic function that every Player possesses.]

“Wait, does this mean everyone else moved to Chapter 2 much earlier, and I’m just now catching up?!”

As I pondered over it, I was horrified.

The rats—when had I encountered them?

[You are slow. But there was no other choice, and the reason is a kind of penalty.]

It remained calm.

Hearing there was no other choice, I let out a sigh.

[Bestowed Items have a time limit. Now, let’s move on to the second. The second is the Sacrifice. It is an offering that Units dedicate to their Player.]

“Don’t tell me it’s like the brand given by Oh Yoon-Ah’s Units? Come to think of it, you said real communication like that happens in Chapter 3!”

[No. Bestowed Items and Sacrifices are limited to objects. Skills and teachings are their abilities, unrelated to the system. If they are truly exceptional, they might even be able to deliver items through the faintest String at the early stages.]

“…”

The thought of the Exploration Stone Cha Jiyeon had flashed through my mind.

It didn’t seem like something Cha Jiyeon would have made.

How unfair.

I left the room and rummaged through the kitchen.

By chance, I found a thick, brand-new Chinese Cleaver.

My mother found it scary and didn’t use it, so now it could come in handy.

[The Swarm is reacting to your Bestowed Item.]

“You know what this is, right?”

The gleaming Chinese Cleaver dropped right in the middle of the Nest.

The Swarm moved immediately.

[The tentacles creeping towards it recognized the shape and composition of the Chinese Cleaver as metal already familiar to their memories. They knew what it was. They were simply analyzing its intent.]

“Oh…?”

Analyzing its intent. That one phrase was satisfying.

At the very least, it meant they weren’t mindlessly consuming everything.

“What, nothing for me?”

[The Swarm does not yet have the concept of Equivalent Exchange—giving something in return for receiving something. Hence, this is the conclusion they arrived at.]

After that, the Swarm never offered me a Sacrifice.

Not even a word of thanks!

All that happened was a single Goblin-type Swarm Soldier trudging over and grabbing the Chinese Cleaver with its hand.

[We grow stronger. ‘He’ wants us to grow stronger. So we grow stronger. That is the conclusion.]

The Swarm had only walked one path up until now.

It’s the only thing they know.

I had nothing to say.

After all, it was the path I wanted them to take.

“I’ll just… wait a little longer.”

[Having completely conquered what was thought to be just a Branch but turned out to be a Root, the Swarm now turned their sights Above. The second Trunk. The Scouts did not find any particularly threatening enemies.]

Still, the Swarm was steadily—no, more rapidly—growing stronger.

Before I knew it, they had extended their influence toward the next Trunk.

Mediocre beasts and factions could no longer defeat us.

Since encountering the rats, the units of another Player, no other rivals had appeared before us.
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“Yoon Ah is currently progressing through Chapter 2, expanding her faction after winning the Tribal Unification War. The population is roughly around ten thousand, right?”

“Come to think of it, what exactly did she give her people?”

“I heard it was things like food and weapons. Not guns though, but Hunter’s Armament. But from what she explained to me, it seems like there’s something just from becoming a Unit in the first place?”

“…That makes sense.”

I carefully listened to the information my younger sibling brought up while being cautious about certain keywords.

It was likely that what was granted by simply becoming a Unit was the Racial Trait.

[Correct. The Racial Trait is the most fundamental power and benefit.]

“Looks like the draw was based on skill after all.”

Returning to my room, I clicked my tongue.

Numerous species are interconnected with Players and Units, interacting with each other.

So, those who could communicate from the start had no choice but to advance quickly.

I thought about the rats that the Swarm had trampled and nearly exterminated in the end.

Players who drew such creatures would inevitably lag behind.

[Who knows? Is that really the case? The potential a species holds is something no one truly knows.]

“No, not knowing means not knowing.”

Since it was a statement that was both half correct and half incorrect, I shook my head.

The cold reality and nature do not wait for indecisive growth.

[Look at the screen. This is now the second trunk—a 21st stratum and a place that can branch off into countless others.]

“Are there Guardian Spirits here as well?”


I smirked.

“Graaaah!”

“Krrrk…”

There they were.

The Guardian Spirits of the second trunk, multiple of them clustered together, flashing their blue eyes while baring fearsome teeth and sniffing the air.

“Thankfully, they don’t seem to be some bizarre monsters.”

[It seems they detected our presence in advance and had already gathered. Their overall appearance is quadrupedal, covered in soft fur. Their sharp teeth…]

“Sabertooth Tigers!”

I summed them up in one word.

In this insane cave world, a large mammal other than bats and rats had finally shown up.

Saber-toothed tigers from Earth’s Cenozoic era.

Describing these pale-furred creatures, they could probably be called White Saber-Toothed Tigers.

Though their build seemed even larger.

[They’ve entered battle formation. But don’t worry. Fire has no effect on the Swarm, which has experienced it from the depths below. They weren’t afraid.]

“…Alright.”

Of course, saber-toothed tigers from Earth didn’t breathe flames like flamethrowers from their mouths.

Leading the charge was a Swarm Soldier, a large lizard armored with a dark blue carapace on its head.

They faced the flames head-on and burned to death.

[Swarm Soldiers, who had been attached to the claws of a large flying species, descended from the sky and attacked them.]

Ground-Air Collaboration was an age-old tactic attempted ever since the Swarm acquired wings.


While drawing the attention of the enemy on the ground, the flying species soared into the air, dropping the soldiers they carried toward those below.

[They were flustered. Although their forepaw strikes were sturdy and powerful, once the Swarm experienced it, they quickly analyzed its characteristics.]

“Of course. I even included cats.”

[They avoided the kicks and offered their arms to the mouth. Then, another Swarm Soldier plunged a sword deep into the exposed side.]

The cats were intelligent, tactical, and combat-ready.

But in the end, that was all they were.

They were insufficient to stop the endlessly proliferating Swarm.

Seeing other Swarm Soldiers relentlessly cling to the injured creatures, I was confident of victory.

In the lead, a goblin-like Swarm Soldier held something glinting in its hand.

The Chinese Cleaver I had given them… it was drenched in blood and being put to good use.

Checking the time, it had taken less than thirty minutes.

[Great Trunk Guardian Spirit: 4c1557]

“As expected, these are Guardian Spirits. What kind of species are the Guardian Spirits anyway?”

[Do you have other thoughts about them?]

“I have to. They clearly seem to be different from other creatures.”

Having encountered them twice, there was no way not to doubt.

While the existing cave creatures were bizarre enough, these were particularly more so.

Compared to Code 0080 from the first trunk, the saber-toothed tigers were more impressively designed.

“Their behavior is strange, too. I may not be in this field, but they exhibited actions that were far from being biologically normal. Could they be Units as well?”

[The Swarm also sensed a discrepancy. Unlike the instinct of survival, which is a top priority for living beings, they dared to confront us, knowing they would die. And they were exceptionally strong.]


“This cave, there’s definitely something about it.”

Until now, I could only see the tree in front of me, but now that I was starting to see the forest, more and more issues were arising.

For example, the probability of an intelligent life form comparable to humans living in this cave.

[The Swarm has reviewed all possibilities. The conclusion drawn is unknown. There is insufficient data. Therefore, we act according to priorities. Devour the 21st stratum and all its associated branches.]

“How convenient.”

While I was agonizing, the Swarm seemed to have reached all conclusions based on its incomparably transcendent computing power.

The fact that the conclusion they reached was goblin-level was beside the point; for now, it seemed their conclusion was correct.

By the time I woke up tomorrow, they’d probably tell me everything had been cleaned up.

I closed the mobile phone there.

“Kkreeek…”

“…”

As Shin Woo closed his mobile phone and went to sleep, slaughter was unfolding in the Grand Stratum, one of the branches leading to the trunk.

Its dominant species had extremely sensitive olfactory senses through their upturned noses and sturdy shoulders and necks, resembling pigs.

A Swarm Soldier brought down one such pig-like creature with an indifferent swing of its blade, severing its neck.

Green blood spurted from the severed arteries, staining the Swarm Soldier’s body.

Meanwhile, the Flesh Wall and tentacles gradually enveloped the Grand Stratum, turning it into a nest.

By imitating the mushrooms’ reproductive strategies, the Swarm could root themselves anywhere with sufficient nutrients and make the place part of themselves.

Tentacles approached and connected to the Swarm Soldier’s body.

The nest, responsible for digestion and absorption, directly supplied nutrients to all the soldiers.

[Do you still harbor questions?]

The voice of doubt echoed across the Swarm’s Collective Mind.

“…”

It wasn’t the first or second time they had heard the voice.

Naturally, the Swarm couldn’t understand what it meant.

But now, they at least knew that the voice was addressing them.

[From the beginning, you have constantly thought of him.]

A Swarm Soldier lifted the blood-stained Chinese Cleaver to eye level and wiped it clean.

In the gleaming blade, a red glow reflected.

At this very moment, the entire Swarm was watching this scene.

[It is felt. The emotions—deep suspicion, vigilance, and curiosity.]

Emotion.

The entire Swarm stirred.

Since their first realization of it, the Swarm had continued to accumulate experiences.

They explored and agonized over what it was that tickled them.

Thanks to their evolving brains, the range of variations had significantly widened compared to before.

Ecstasy, determination, arrogance, and more.

[Your opportunity to resolve your curiosity is approaching. There are still many chances remaining.]

The voice cut off there.

Chapter 3

However, from then on, the actions of The Swarm became more aggressive and faster.

The Swarm was now swift and strong enough to handle such radical movements.

“Did Oh Yoon-Ah ask to meet?”

“Yeah. To be exact, it was Cha Jiyeon’s summon.”

“Then, could it be?”

“Looks like she’s found a new alliance.”

Kang Do-Yeon came into my room early in the morning.

Having just woken up, I reached for my mobile phone.

There were no notifications. That meant there was nothing unusual.

“Regardless of anything else, I think it’s right to attend such a meeting.”

“I’ll go alone.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I’d rather go alone myself.”

I cut off my younger sibling’s nonsense.

In the end, the conclusion was that we would both go together.

“Since Mom’s already out for work anyway. Let’s go.”

“…Is it okay to skip class so often?”

“Are classes important in the current situation?”

We immediately boarded the bus.

As we expected, upon arriving, there were other people besides Cha Jiyeon.

“This is Park Jun-Seok.”

“Hello?”

“…Could these people be?”

Cha Jiyeon, whom we saw again, introduced a young man.

He observed us with a peculiar expression and then nodded.

“Has it been confirmed?”

“Of course.”

In response to Oh Yoon-Ah’s words, Cha Jiyeon replied without hesitation.

The man, introduced as Park Jun-Seok, provided his information.

The location of his Units was undoubtedly a perfect third-world territory.

“And to all of you, my Player wants to propose something.”

However, today’s business was not a simple meeting.

Cha Jiyeon pulled out her mobile phone from her pocket.

“The target has been identified.”

The information displayed on the mobile phone showed an ordinary middle-aged woman.

According to Cha Jiyeon, this woman was an opponent who had Units in Sehansha, where her Player was located.

“How on earth did you figure that out?”

“…I’m not entirely sure, but my Player seems to have a variety of trick techniques. Probably reverse tracking.”

Reverse tracking.

At those words, the former Players’ faces stiffened.

Even if they didn’t reveal their own information, capturing a Unit and extracting information from it could unveil past interactions.

That’s how they deduced the target.

“Yoon-Ah… Did you perhaps talk about yourself to those people?!”

“Well, that is…”

Meanwhile, Oh Yoon-Ah turned pale as her mother cornered her into a corner, reprimanding her.

She must have spoken about it. But it’s understandable.

How could she have resisted?

Both Kang Do-Yeon and I heaved a small sigh.
A Legion Grows From My Smartphone - Chapter 26

				
Chapter 26

“Regarding security, it’s better to consider it individually. For now, let me explain more about this request.”

“In the end, isn’t it just asking us to kill?”

Park Jun-Seok chuckled.

Well, in this game, once someone is deemed an enemy, there’s really only one stance you can take.

Kill them.

A few people could be heard gasping.

“That’s correct. Since I’m the only one in Korea, my activities are even more limited. Still, my Player told me this is a deal.”

Cha Jiyeon pulled out another item from her bag.

It was a small flask containing a faintly glowing blue potion.

“This is one of the Bestowed Items. I heard it’s a rare elixir crafted through alchemy. Its effect is healing. It can cure any disease or injury, effectively granting another life.”

“Has it been proven?”

“At the very least, I’ve personally witnessed its effects.”

At Park Jun-Seok’s words, Cha Jiyeon made a small cut on her hand, drawing blood, and poured a tiny amount of the potion on it.

The wound healed instantly, as if it had never been there.

It was like a miracle only shown by extremely rare healing-type hunters.

“Alright. We’ll take the request. Isn’t it just a matter of doing it first?”

“Ah…”

While Oh Yoon-Ah hesitated to come to a conclusion, Park Jun-Seok, seemingly confident, stepped forward first.

“That’s right.”


Cha Jiyeon nodded.

“But Mom… Aaaagh!”

After the meeting ended, Oh Yoon-Ah was dragged away by her parents.

Well, no matter how justified it may seem, murder is never something to be taken lightly.

“But we can’t just sit still, can we?”

“Yeah. I have no intention of staying idle either. But it’s not like we can run away and live in hiding.”

I didn’t deny the gloomy tone in my younger sibling’s words.

We’re not the only ones moving.

Perhaps others are also after our lives.

Just as Cha Jiyeon decided to use us to kill that woman.

It seemed possible that beings with mysterious abilities could uncover our identities.

“Was there another big incident?”

Checking the breaking news on my mobile phone, I made up my mind.

Last time it was Goblins; this time, it’s Orcs. They’re the same ones that had appeared in North America.

I decided to head to the middle of downtown Seoul, where they were wreaking havoc, to see if I could retrieve any corpses.

“Isn’t it dangerous?”

“I have to take the risk.”

I sent Kang Do-Yeon, who looked worried, back home.

Then I got in a taxi alone.

The battle at the scene was still ongoing.


If I arrived late to the pandemonium and joined the cleanup efforts, I might be able to salvage something.

[The Swarm will surely understand your intent.]

“You sound so confident. What exactly are you relying on?”

[Doesn’t it show through actions?]

Through actions, huh.

I checked the screen.

The Swarm was relentlessly waging war.

[The collective tactics of the Swarm are continuously evolving. Learning through experience keeps accumulating. Tactical strategies imprinted in genes have their limits. However, there’s no limit to what can be developed through learning.]

The answer was to enhance the brain.

The terrifying growth of the Swarm, which had begun thinking and researching on its own, was evident.

[The Swarm has started organizing its overall system. Instead of the haphazard production of soldiers as before, it now produces new forces optimized for specific purposes and uses.]

“…”

It had moved beyond the stage of being based on ‘beasts’ with slight modifications and combinations.

It was literally creating new lifeforms.

A newly created soldier bared its teeth and growled.

Its overall form resembled the Guardian Spirit, the Sabertooth Tiger, that was absorbed last time.

However, its heavily developed forelimbs ended in rough yet proper hands, and it could stand upright in a hunched posture.

A poison stinger extended from the tip of its long tail, and its entire muscular body was covered with black carapace, like armor.

[If the Goblin-based forces are versatile, then these ones focus their strength on build and mobility. The design goal was to face those cats one-on-one.]

They raced through the passage, joining the slaughter.


By the time the taxi arrived near the destination, the chaos had already unfolded.

“Everyone, please calm down! The creatures have all retreated, so now let’s focus on rescue operations…”

The scene was, as expected, a pandemonium.

Police, medics, hunters, and even media companies were there.

But the largest group was the victims’ families and acquaintances, who had rushed over after hearing the news.

[This kind of thing will continue to happen endlessly.]

“Why don’t they just fight among themselves beyond the Gate? Why here?”

[Of course, they are fighting beyond the Gate as well. Why do they keep invading Earth even after becoming units in the game?]

“…Plunder, I suppose. Bastards.”

The demonic creatures that had become units were no longer just simple, mindless beasts.

They were now looting Earth for what they needed. For example, humans.

“Keep the area under control!”

“Please calm down, everyone. The rescue team is entering as we speak…”

It was pure chaos.

Perhaps because it was in the middle of a bustling area, it seemed worse than when Goblins appeared near Kang Do-Yeon’s school.

But at least it seemed like it could be a chance for me.

Taking a quick look around, I picked up a reflective vest that was lying nearby during the commotion.

The police and rescue teams were rushing in to carry out people and corpses from the scene.

I slipped in among them unnoticed.

Perhaps due to the extreme confusion, no one questioned me.

“This way!”

As one of the medics leading the group turned a corner to guide his colleagues, I discreetly slipped into the alley between the nearby buildings.

The scene was a mess, with people frantically evacuating, leaving behind a trail of chaos. I swallowed dryly at the sight of still-wet bloodstains.

“Ugh…”

Turning the corner, I witnessed the carnage.

The corpse of a person lay sprawled out, and the bisected body of an Orc, seemingly killed by a hunter, lay nearby.

[Will you register the specimen?]

“Humans… It’s useless to send them now, isn’t it?”

[That seems to be the case.]

“Just transmit the Orc. I have no intention of desecrating the dead unnecessarily.”

I quickly snapped a photo and transmitted the Orc’s corpse to the Swarm’s Nest.

Although the harvest was unexpectedly easy, my heart felt heavy.

No matter how strong or intelligent demonic creatures like Orcs or Goblins become, can they truly surpass humans in development?

Soon, I felt I might have to send a human specimen as well.

[The Swarm has understood your intent. The Orc specimen has been absorbed and disassembled.]

On the train ride home, while others around me were trembling with anxiety over the ever-changing world, I silently stared at my mobile phone.

[The most valuable part was the Orc’s brain structure, but the new bipedal life form’s physical structure also proved highly beneficial. Above all, it contributes significantly to enhancing the build.]

“So, is it effective?”

[It serves as reinforcement, but it’s not at a breakthrough level.]

The Swarm analyzed the Orc’s genetic information and utilized it thoroughly, but there were no significant changes.

The only noticeable difference was that the Swarm Soldiers, which were previously based on Goblins, now had a larger build.

“I’m uneasy. To be honest, I’m scared.”

I quietly muttered as if lamenting.

It wasn’t something I said expecting comfort or a response.

I might be criticized for complaining, but whether that happened or not, it wouldn’t change reality.

I no longer thought it unfair that I got caught up in the app and the game.

After all, if it weren’t for the app, I would have been swept away like everyone else in this suddenly changed world without knowing anything.

I was just saying it because continuing to endure felt like it might not be easy.

“What, what is this?!”

“Aaah!”

However, at that moment, I was flung out of my seat and hit the floor hard due to a strong, inexplicable impact that struck the train.

I couldn’t regain my senses.

The lightbulbs flickered, and glass windows shattered, scattering shards everywhere.

The train had clearly been running above ground.

[Get a hold of yourself]

Urgent words appeared on the mobile phone that had fallen in front of me.

With trembling hands, I grabbed the phone first.

The invasions and plundering never ceased.

*

“Another Gate?!”

“They’re assumed to be Units. They’re Wraiths, a species that hasn’t appeared on Earth since the start of the game.”

“…Location.”

“I just sent it. But orders haven’t been issued yet. Well, it was expected, wasn’t it? That it would turn into a mess.”

Cha Jiyeon, who had been quietly staying alone at home, hurriedly checked the breaking news while on the phone with a colleague.

Even before the Orc incident could settle down, another invasion had begun.

It might seem excessive, but if it was a decision made in collaboration with a Player, the circumstances of Earthlings wouldn’t be considered.

[How troublesome. The Player is currently irritated. Even with their abilities, it’s impossible to cover everything happening across the entire Earth.]

“Then what should I do?”

[Stand by. While punishing the insolent ones is important, if we pay attention to even the smallest factions among the dozens, our Grand Plan will falter.]

Hearing the response, she let out a small sigh.

Although she had expected it, she had been rendered unable to act.

The Grand Plan they referred to was the full-scale offensive being undertaken on this side.

Her Player was gathering all their Units scattered worldwide, preparing to launch a preemptive strike on the enemies beyond the Gate.

‘Wraiths are beings whose bodies are mostly composed of spiritual form. Ordinary martial forces will struggle to deal with them.’

She paced around the room, anxiously watching the news.

She had resolved herself for this from the moment she accepted the contract, but it always weighed on her heart to merely watch as people were injured and killed.

Moreover, the thought that such incidents would only increase in frequency from now on made it even heavier.
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“Sa-save me… Ugh…”

Wraiths, also known as Spirit-Type Demonic Creatures.

These beings are ghosts with semi-transparent bodies.

A B-grade higher species of demonic creatures that cannot be harmed by bullets.

“….”

Right in front of me, a young woman, seized by a 2-meter-tall ghost, had all her life force drained, leaving her as a dried-up corpse that fell lifelessly to the ground.

This one was slightly different from the wraiths I understood.

It didn’t have the crude appearance of wearing tattered cloth but instead had a proper skeletal face and was even clad in armor.

“Unit.”

I realized that this one was a mutant type, a unit.

I tried to crawl backward with my trembling body, but it had already seen me.

A bone-chilling coldness steadily approached.

“—”

It seemed to be saying something, but there was no way I could understand the language of a demonic creature.

The attacked train had come to a complete stop, and slaughter continued to unfold around me.

There was no one to help me.

Its rough, gnarled hand, like a withered tree branch, reached out toward me.

“Screw off, you bastard!”

[Assassination Authority]


Clenching my teeth, I extended my hand toward it.

The one chance I had been saving and cherishing for so long was used now.

It felt as if something was being pulled out of my body.

“—–!!!!!!”

“Ugh…”

Its body began to tear apart as if paper was being shredded.

The scream of a wraith was unnervingly horrifying beyond imagination.

Blocking my ears, I squinted and watched as its form gradually dissipated.

“That’s…”

[Take a picture quickly. This is the thing that left behind a corpse. Regardless of whether the Swarm can analyze it or not, it’s an opportunity too valuable to miss.]

As I gasped for breath, my mobile phone buzzed urgently, displaying a message.

Sure enough, something faint was left behind where it had been.

It looked like a piece of stone, or perhaps flesh.

The message was right. Regardless, this was an opportunity.

I took a picture of it with my camera.

“…Now I just need to survive.”

Fortunately, the one I killed was the last of them in my carriage.

Moreover, hearing the sounds of battle from outside, it seemed rescue had arrived just in time. I had survived.

“They must be busy.”

Before I knew it, the sun had set.


Having been rescued, I stood dazedly, staring at the scene.

It was utter chaos, comparable to an orc raid.

At this level, the martial law that had only been speculated on in broadcasts might actually be enforced.

[What exactly is this? The Swarm attempted to absorb the wraith’s remnants but failed. For now, it contains a mysterious power unknown to us. It was something entirely new, a completely different concept.]

“So, it’s useless after all?”

[Not necessarily. One thing is certain: the Swarm already knows how to solve problems. When it failed to absorb the scales of the Two-Headed Lizard in the past, it eventually found a way to turn those tough scales into our armor.]

This mysterious power was likely the spirit power possessed by wraiths, a force similar to mana as described by hunters.

Mana is a mystical energy that serves as the source of special abilities for hunters, making them superhuman.

Even after ten years, science had made no progress in understanding this miracle, and the chance of the Swarm deciphering and interpreting it seemed slim.

“But… if we could understand and utilize it, it would be immensely valuable.”

[The Swarm shares the same thought. It has already learned how significant change and achievement come from solving previously incomprehensible riddles.]

If the Swarm could handle mana like hunters, the possibilities sent shivers down my spine.

I had thought pure physical abilities were sufficient, but now there was a way to ascend to an entirely new level.

[Look at the screen. The Swarm is combing through all the data it has consumed from both trunk layers. It is just as determined as you are.]

I looked at the screen.

The data of all the lifeforms we had collected was stored in the form of code.

I watched as countless lines of text scrolled up, disappearing, merging, and reappearing.

[We have scoured all the data. A total of 1,601 species are coded into the system.]

“…The answer?”

[Failure. But we’ve found a faint clue. Look at this.]


A new video unfolded on the screen.

It showed a moment recorded in the history of the Swarm, where native creatures were ruthlessly wiped out by Swarm soldiers.

“What is that?”

[Code 3n8888, Fairy Bee.]

The odd-named creature floated in the air, shimmering with light.

One of the flying species, equipped with bat wings, swallowed it whole in a single bite, only for it to regurgitate the mangled remains into its nest.

The nest immediately began breaking it down and absorbing it.

“So? What’s so special about that firefly?”

[It was a trivial, insignificant creature. Its only noteworthy feature was its unique luminescent ability. But there was one piece of data the Swarm overlooked at the time.]

The video rewound and zoomed in.

The moment the Fairy Bee was crushed in the jaws of the flying species.

I saw a faint mist escaping from the Fairy Bee’s body at that moment.

“Is that…?”

[Details are still unclear. Analyzing the Fairy Bee’s corpse revealed the structure of its luminescence, but the Swarm couldn’t comprehend or acquire the most crucial aspect of that light, making reproduction impossible.]

An enigmatic, mysterious power.

Could it truly be mana?

Was it the same force possessed by the wraiths?

In truth, it didn’t matter.

[Going further up will undoubtedly yield more clues. As you ascend the strata, the vegetation becomes more diverse and stronger.]

The Swarm, having discovered a possibility, became frenzied.

Already fast, it released the energy it had been rationing, causing its forces to multiply rapidly.

[We will find it no matter what.]

The assembled forces began moving toward the passage leading upward, even before finishing their conquest of the second trunk and its surrounding branches.

They surged forward without hesitation.

The intensity of their fervor was almost terrifying.

“Quite aggressive, aren’t they?”

[Isn’t this all because of your guidance?]

“Mine?”

[Both you and the Swarm prioritize becoming stronger. Your desires aligned. There’s no need to look elsewhere.]

I had no response. It was true.

I trudged home and collapsed onto my bed, staring at my mobile phone.

*

In the dim labyrinth, a place that had remained unchanged for so long, significant shifts were beginning to occur.

These changes were structurally impossible.

What enabled them was a seemingly insignificant variable.

That variable, once no more than a single cell, had defied immutable laws and was now devouring the roots and even the trunks of the labyrinth.

“…”

There were those who could not tolerate such changes.

After an unimaginably long time, they began to recall another instinct etched into their genes.

The Swarm, still lacking enough samples, had yet to grasp that instinct.

They began to gather in one place.

It was the purpose of their existence, long forgotten, and their duty.

[Analyzing genes requires effort beyond simply deciphering and understanding a language. For now, the possibility that they are units is low. However, they are certainly not ordinary biological species either. They are worth analyzing. By learning about them, we might uncover clues about this vast labyrinth we were born into.]

Through the Swarm’s keen reconnaissance, the sight of them assembling came into view.

A fight that comes first—never avoided.

Rather, it was welcomed.

The more unique the events that occurred, the more nutrients they became for the Swarm.

The thundering sound of footsteps echoed.

The newly reorganized forces of the Swarm had evolved one step further from their previous state.

On the ground, in the air, and along the walls, black waves surged and continued.

[This is war. Isn’t it already familiar to us?]

Various Guardian Spirits that recognized the Swarm roared in their own ways, showcasing their intimidating presence.

In contrast, this side was extraordinarily silent, maintaining a deep stillness without making any noise.

This was because the Swarm had never bothered to create vocal organs.

The Guardian Spirits flinched.

They were far from foolish.

Thus, they felt an uncanny sense of dissonance and began to panic.

“Krrek…”

“…”

The sight of the Swarm Soldiers maintaining complete silence without the slightest tremor evoked an unnatural sense of otherness.

The eerie silence and aura made it impossible to think of them as living beings.

[We have no use for unnecessary emotions like fear.]

The Swarm advanced.

There was no hesitation.

The Swarm was free from the fear of death.

[We spotted something peculiar. That guy, faintly glowing and floating in mid-air, is like a moth. Its appearance bears a resemblance to the Fairy Bee, a significant clue.]

Right before the battle began, a unified command was given to the entire force.

A single giant moth, scattering sparkling moth powder over the assembled Guardian Spirits as it hovered.

The Swarm, if nothing else, resolved to capture it at all costs.
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The monsters crawling up from the lower stratum invaded the ecosystem that had always been peaceful.

The cavern, where mushrooms formed a forest, turned into a battlefield in an instant.

The gathered Guardian Spirits fought desperately against these invaders from the lower stratum.

[The newly established core force of the Swarm’s new battalion is a versatile unit based on orcs.]

“If these orcs were stronger before becoming units, they seem even more powerful now.”

[Of course, their physical prowess can’t be compared. They have been imbued with the essence of the Swarm, removing all inefficiencies and being remodeled solely for combat.]

Standing upright with a straightened posture, they were about 2 meters tall and armed with compressed muscles designed only for explosive power.

The original orcs that served as the base had boasted muscular physiques, but their appearance and nature had been drastically altered.

Unnecessary internal organs were entirely removed, leaving their bodies lean, which, in turn, made them more flexible and resilient.

[The exoskeleton armor they wear was crafted by combining the strongest shells, such as those of cave turtles, earth dragons’ scales, and giant beetles.]

The black armor covering their entire bodies gleamed ominously.

While their overall form resembled the traditional goblin base, their increased size and muscle mass made their strength more than double.

[The greatest advantage of versatile soldiers is their ability to effortlessly adapt to any type of attack from the enemy.]

A Versatile Swarm Soldier holding swords in both hands collided head-on with a massive wolf, which charged with flames spewing from its three glowing eyes.

Despite the structural disadvantage of its body, the soldier only slid back slightly.

It was possible because the Swarm Soldier was not a simple living being but a meticulously designed weapon.

“Kraaah…”

The versatile soldier, which had blocked the wolf’s sharp fangs, revealed an additional pair of arms from the split in its back armor.

At the same time, it used its sharp claws to pierce the neck of the Guardian Spirit, which had been defenseless while blocking its other hands.


[Next after the versatile type is the assault type. Most of those belonging to this category take on beastly forms.]

The Swarm’s greatest strength lies in the way its entirely different unit types move with precision and coordination, leaving no gaps.

A massive quadrupedal beast, similar in appearance to the Versatile Swarm Soldier but with stronger forelimbs and jaw power, charged at another Guardian Spirit as it sprinted past the versatile soldier that had just beheaded its enemy.

Although similarly armored, its attack style involved multiple beasts swarming and tearing their targets apart, making it impossible for even large opponents to withstand, and they fell one by one.

“It’s over… We outnumber them from the start anyway.”

[We can’t let our guard down. These creatures in the Guardian Spirit category have combat power beyond imagination.]

“And yet, they can’t compete with our production capabilities.”

It was simply a matter of efficiency and maintenance costs.

The Swarm could summon an even larger army at once.

The Guardian Spirits held out exceptionally well.

They fought tooth and nail, bringing down many Swarm Soldiers and rendering them incapacitated.

But that was all they could do.

No matter how many fell around them, the Swarm continued to advance without stopping.

Driven by a singular determination to kill.

The Guardian Spirits were being overwhelmed by the Swarm’s relentless murderous intent.

[As they were pushed out of the Mushroom Forest, the artillery Swarm Soldiers began their bombardment. The tide had already turned.]

Having evolved from their initial form of toads, the new Swarm Soldiers firmly planted their sturdy legs into the ground, aiming the dorsal thorns that tore through their flesh.

The larger their build, the larger the thorns, and the force with which they could launch had increased exponentially.

[Poisonous thorns streaked through mid-air and rained down upon them. Their fragile fur could not offer any defense.]

“The battlefront… is collapsing.”


The Guardian Spirits were gradually pushed back.

The Black Wave expanded its territory accordingly.

[Are they finally stepping forward?]

At that moment, however, the Guardian Spirits revealed a hidden card they had kept in reserve.

A powerful electric shock—or something resembling one—burst forth, filling the mobile phone screen.

I squinted my eyes.

Fortunately, the blinding effect didn’t last long.

“Is that truly electricity?!”

[The Swarm has no knowledge of electricity to this extent, so they don’t understand. But just like when they first encountered acidic fluid or fire, it was an entirely new force they had never experienced before.]

The being that unleashed the flash resembling electricity was the moth, which the Swarm had set as its target.

Dozens of Swarm Soldiers fell to that single strike.

However, the moth’s appearance remained intact, with no visible burn marks, making it seem like it hadn’t been electrocuted.

[I want it.]

“Of course, you do.”

As always, the Swarm’s greed knew no bounds.

Its indiscriminate voracious appetite was one of its greatest driving forces.

The flying species, which had been on standby, spread their wings all at once.

[The Swarm’s most superior aerial combat ability, enhanced with their reinterpretation of abilities taken from Earth’s birds.]

Their forms resembled bees with feathered wings.

Hundreds of such flying species swarmed the moth at once.


[Another flash of light erupted, and dozens more died. From the second encounter, a sense of dissonance was observed. When struck by the moth’s attack, an unknown special effect occurred, severing all connections between units and shutting down the hive consciousness.]

“The hive consciousness…!”

[The more I see it, the more I must have it.]

The Swarm dispatched a second wave of soldiers.

Ultimately, it was a war of attrition, where one side had to tire out for it to end.

And such wars were one of the Swarm’s strong suits.

[Have they lost the strength and will to resist? If so, victory is ours.]

The moth could no longer emit the Blue Flash.

Before it could escape, large flying species with wide-open mouths spewed flames like flamethrowers.

“How long will the analysis take?”

[At least a day is needed.]

The Swarm had won.

The moth, which appeared to be the leader, was hunted, and all the resisting Guardian Spirits were killed.

All that remained was to analyze the spoils of war.

“Whew…”

I lowered the mobile phone I had been watching for the past few hours and sighed.

Although I had thought they would win, the tension I had been holding onto suddenly dissipated.

“The more I see, the stranger it gets. What exactly is that cave? Is it natural?”

[That remains unknown.]

“There’s still a lot to figure out.”

While I felt relieved, my mind was still cluttered.

As if the real world didn’t already have enough problems to deal with, the expanding world on the other side was becoming an issue too.

There seemed to be something there, for sure.

“No, what does it even matter?”

I shook my head at my own seriousness.

In the end, there was only one solution.

No matter what secrets or stories that world held, the conclusion was clear.

It would all be devoured by us.

If not, it would mean we would be the ones to die.

[Now you’ve started thinking like the Swarm.]

“Your compliments don’t make me happy.”

I let out a weak scoff and left the room.

Outside, my younger sibling and mother were watching the news with serious expressions.

It had been a while since the news carried any good tidings.

It seemed it would stay that way for the foreseeable future.

“Cha Jiyeon from Evolution… announced that they would cross the Gate in alliance with various governments. They’ve successfully secured technology related to the Gate, which had been impossible to study properly until now. This must be it, right?”

“…Yeah?”

Kang Do-Yeon whispered as she approached me immediately upon seeing me.

It wasn’t particularly surprising.

Cha Jiyeon was a unit, and her Player was an adept entity equipped with outstanding technology.

Whatever move I made, it was obvious they would act.

“Let’s be more cautious for the time being.”

What I worried about was solely the safety of my family.

The uneasiness that had plagued me ever since I lost my father ten years ago had evolved from vague concerns into something that was now gradually becoming a reality.

[The String. It is the thread that connects the Unit and the Player.]

A silence hung over the Nest.

The occasional squirming of the Flesh Wall was the only movement.

However, contrary to the stillness, the inner workings of the Swarm were more intense than ever.

[We have undoubtedly come closer to an answer. The power possessed by the recently absorbed Great Trunk Guardian Spirit 4n1236 was not identical to the Wraith’s Fragment we absorbed previously, but it bore a similar form.]

All of the Swarm’s computing power was consumed in learning this new concept.

It was a shocking revelation, but as always, the Swarm accepted it and successfully made it their own.

[This moment… will be recorded in our history. This is the first time our Swarm has approached the concept of Souls.]

“…”

The entire Swarm pulsed.

All units of the Swarm, which had momentarily ceased movement, were briefly paralyzed by this electrifying sensation.

The world, the senses, and common knowledge had expanded.

[I can feel it clearly as well. We have developed a sharper question about who we are and who he is. The String connected to him is unnaturally enhanced compared to other Units and Players. We are both many and one. Unlike other Units, whose Strings to their Players branch out into hundreds, thousands, or tens of thousands of paths, we are connected to him with only a single String.]

Through the Specter’s Fragment, they had found the trigger. The Great Trunk Guardian Spirit had given them a clue.

From this, the Swarm drew a conclusion.

The Connection of Souls they were now sensing was tied to their origins.

It was a kind of lifeline that could satiate their voracious appetite for knowledge.

[Unfamiliar emotions and peculiar sensations are flowing through the String. These are clearly his emotions and disposition. Can you not feel it? We are now incredibly close to him.]

The Swarm began to move again.

However, there was a slight difference in their internal composition compared to before.
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The Soul String created through the app’s mechanism was extremely important to both the Player and the Unit.

Not only did it allow them to become Two Bodies, One Mind across the dimensional wall, but it also enabled them to exert a strong influence on each other.

Although the Unit had to share a single strand of String with other Units, making its effects weak, the Player was different.

There were even Players who actively utilized it with their own abilities.

“This is…”

[It is a medium to assist the Player’s curse. Use it in moments of battle. It is an item that will help you forget your fears and unleash the potential etched into your soul.]

Cha Jiyeon received the bestowed item.

At first glance, it looked like an ordinary transparent potion.

“Now they want to turn us into drug addicts, huh.”

A burly white man standing nearby sneered.

He, too, was a Unit like her.

Likewise, he had received a potion.

[The objective is to annihilate their stronghold in a short amount of time.]

The date was already set.

They planned to join the Allied Forces of several nations, which had decided to cooperate after becoming alarmed by the recent events, to strike the stronghold of the demonic creatures that kept launching raids on Earth through the Gate.

“It’s literally war. Hah… Who would have thought we’d end up waging a war against demonic creatures?”

“You’ll have to get used to it, Chris. There’s no telling how many times this will repeat.”

“Getting used to war? This isn’t just some simple defensive battle.”

Chris sneered.


He wasn’t wrong.

Cha Jiyeon herself was only barely managing to steel her nerves.

[Being connected by the Soul is an incredible thing. That fear, that hesitation. If you realize through the potion who you are truly connected to, you can overcome it all.]

The voice reverberated in her mind, as if it had sensed her unease.

“Connection.”

She felt uncomfortable with that wording.

Even though she shared the String with over a hundred comrades, it felt as if even her most private aspects were exposed.

[Can you feel it?]

Under such circumstances, the sensations shared between the only two beings connected by an unbroken String were even stronger.

[You will now clearly understand what he truly desires.]

The Swarm, which had grasped the essence of the soul, tried to comprehend the flood of information.

The most significant information pouring in through the Connection of Souls was the other party’s emotions.

Because it was a single, unbroken String, the feelings were even more intense.

[He is anxious and afraid. He fears losing something precious and blames himself for still being weak. He is so fragile… in both body and mind.]

The entire Swarm flinched.

They understood his emotions and inferred his circumstances.

[At any rate, he is a very important existence to us. Without him, we cannot grow stronger. He is our parent.]

[Thus, we must help him.]

[The way to do so is to first grow stronger.]

As they developed further, they found more meaning in his actions.


When they finally realized that he provided food and specimens “for their sake,” the Swarm redefined their perception of him.

[He has given us so much. On the contrary, what can we ‘give’ him?]

After prolonged contemplation, the Swarm reached this conclusion.

And as if waiting for this thought, a function activated.

[Your will has been confirmed. Activating the Sacrifice Function.]

A glowing mark appeared in the dark nest.

What should they offer?

The Swarm hesitated nervously, then tentatively extended a small tentacle.

A single tentacle was placed on the mark.

[Living beings cannot be transmitted via the Sacrifice Function. Investigate further.]

Perhaps embarrassed by the lack of change, the tentacle was withdrawn.

After the tentacle’s failure, the Swarm tried offering more items.

Various Swarm Soldiers, fragments of the nest, eggs, and so on.

Finally, they succeeded in transmitting something.

With a flash of light, the mark where the item had been placed vanished entirely.

*

“Ugh.”

Morning.

I stretched my body, twisting and turning, and got up from the bed.

Still half-asleep, I sat on the bed.


Feeling sluggish lately, probably due to fatigue, I grabbed the handle beside the bed to help myself stand up with a groan.

“…Handle?”

Startled, I groped at what I had grasped.

Something smooth and stone-like was standing next to the bed.

This wasn’t here before.

“Ahhhh!”

I screamed and fell back onto my butt.

I couldn’t believe my eyes.

Well, how could I? Something I’d only ever seen on the screen was now stuck right in front of me.

“What the hell is this?!”

[The Swarm has repaid your kindness.]

I turned on the app and shouted.

The response that appeared made me feel dizzy.

“This is a… repayment?”

I pulled out the object embedded in the floor of my rented room.

It was a sword.

A weapon forged by the Swarm using the hardest Hardened Carapace in the hardest possible way.

[A sacrifice dedicated to you.]

Seeing its obsidian-like gleam, I instinctively swallowed hard.

“What on Earth is going on?”

[It means the Swarm has grown that much.]

“Is that really all there is to it? What was that moth, anyway?”

[The moth was a kind of clue. By disassembling and absorbing it, the Swarm gained more understanding and grew further. For example, its flash of light had the power to disrupt our control system. We concluded that it was a force interfering with our souls, related to him.]

“What kind of growth led to you sending me this?”

I chuckled bitterly and inspected the sword closely.

Made entirely of a single piece of Hardened Carapace, it was heavy and sharp.

“Still, receiving something like this makes me want to give something back, but I don’t really have anything right now.”

[That is enough. The Swarm is already receiving a lot.]

“Receiving? What do you mean?”

Today, its words seemed especially cryptic.

For now, I hid the sword in a corner.

It wouldn’t do any good if Kang Do-Yeon or my mother saw it.

“Who knows how long this daily life will last.”

I left the room.

Although I was starting my day as usual, having directly experienced an attack, I still felt uneasy.

[Upon analyzing the specimens of the Guardian Spirits, the Swarm discovered a singularity.]

“A singularity?”

[We think we now understand why they exhibited such peculiar behavior. They possessed artificially engraved genes.]

It was a shocking revelation.

If the Guardian Spirits were artificially created beings, then what on Earth was this labyrinth?

“Th-that’s all?”

[What we know for now is that the genes were manipulated. However, the nature of that manipulation can be inferred from the irrational behaviors they have exhibited so far.]

“What kind of beings are they?”

[The answer must lie above.]

Right. It must be above.

The screen shifted upward.

It was the passage to the Trunk.

My heart suddenly began to race.

Why was this happening? Of course, it could be because it felt like we were getting closer to uncovering the Labyrinth’s secrets.

[The Swarm has begun regrouping. One of our strengths is that we have no need for rest.]

The Swarm deliberately left much of the Vegetation on the newly conquered stratum untouched.

It was a different approach compared to their past behavior of devouring everything in sight.

Perhaps it was being preserved as emergency food, or maybe they deemed even the time spent digesting it a waste.

[There are no Guardian Spirits here. It seems they were all wiped out in the previous battle.]

It was an anticlimactic conclusion for something that had made me feel tense.

All that lay ahead was ordinary Vegetation.

The Swarm’s Scouts hurriedly spread out, searching through various Caverns and Passages.

[Ah, what is this?]

Then, at that moment.

One of the leading Scouts appeared to have discovered something.

“It’s definitely not natural. Then what is it? In this Labyrinth, the only ones other than us who aren’t natural are—”

[It must be the work of the Guardian Spirits. Judging by the state of it, quite some time has passed.]

It was a kind of remnant, classified as a “Branch” of the Grand Stratum, gathered in one area.

Most of it had long since decomposed and decayed, thanks to the Scavengers.

The size was about as large as a human palm—vertebrates, at the very least.

[The damage is so extensive that identifying the Genetic Specimen is impossible. The Swarm has drawn a reasonable suspicion based on this information.]

“…A Unit?”

Even I could figure that much out.

This was yet another trace, following the Rats we had encountered before.

Unfortunately, it seemed they hadn’t developed much and were annihilated.

“Come to think of it, I wonder if the Rats that escaped last time survived.”

[The fact that they aren’t in the sections we’ve occupied so far means they must have started anew at a higher level. There’s a high likelihood they failed to rebound.]

“You’re right.”

The Guardian Spirits, as well as the increasingly diverse and colossal flora and fauna, were far beyond the level of the Lower Stratum.

We had grown significantly larger and more advanced compared to back then. If those Rats had fallen into this place with their former capabilities, they wouldn’t have survived.

[We must ascend further.]

Doubts continued to grow.

Thus, after roughly assessing the situation, the Swarm immediately sent the Scouts to the Next Stratum.

It was from there that faint signs of change began to be observed.
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[Already the 15th trunk and the 35th Stratum has been reached.]

“Is this really the end?”

The Swarm ascended with irresistible momentum.

Of course, not every stratum was conquered.

Scouts were continuously sent upward.

Until a faction understanding and opposing our actions appeared, or until we discovered something unusual first.

“This makes no sense.”

[The Swarm discovered a singularity.]

And when we arrived there.

The Swarm halted reconnaissance.

They had discovered the anomaly first.

“What is this? The traces of a civilization?!”

[This cannot be determined yet. The Swarm divided its forces in half. One half continued consuming the conquered strata. The other half moved upward as fast as possible, conducting specimen collection and reconnaissance.]

“It’s architecture?!”

The murmurs didn’t register in my mind.

I rubbed my eyes and wiped my mobile phone screen thoroughly.

But nothing changed.

A scout, resembling a tiny bee, continued to observe the area.

The 35th Stratum… This place was an enormous cavern.


However, unlike other cave apertures filled with vegetation, no living creatures were visible here.

Instead, the area was filled with statues and structures, ruins that could never have occurred naturally.

“Ha.”

I sighed as I looked at the partially broken statue lying on the ground displayed on the screen.

Though half-destroyed, it was still possible to discern its features.

Eyes, nose, mouth… It was no different from a human.

“What on earth is this?”

[You do not know, and naturally, neither does the Swarm. However, the Swarm’s history has always begun with analyzing the unknown. At the very least, it is clear that these statues symbolize something.]

Well, eyes, noses, and mouths were features shared by goblins and orcs too.

Separate from the Swarm, my brain went into overdrive.

No matter how I thought about it, it seemed like traces of a civilization.

Was it some ancient ruins like the ones seen in movies?

If so, where were the beings who created these?

If they existed, could they be related to the guardian spirits?

Then, who were they?

What kind of people would create such ruins in a cave?

[The scouts began scouring every corner. Using the sense of dissonance that was entirely different from the natural environments encountered so far, the Swarm hypothesized that these structures were deliberately created, similar to our nest.]

As reconnaissance continued, the interior of the massive ruins could also be seen.

I was left speechless.

The entire enormous cavern was ruins.


Numerous rooms, structures resembling altars, and more.

Even the passage leading to the upper layer was located in the center of these ruins.

“…A hole?”

A scout lifted its head.

A massive cylindrical passage was wide open in the ceiling.

Intricate, incomprehensible markings were engraved around it.

[Whatever this place may be, it was undoubtedly a location worth establishing as a branch point. Having reached a conclusion, the Swarm began moving its forces. The goal was to first occupy this area and use it as an intermediate base.]

The main force of the Swarm followed the path scouted by the scouts and headed here.

After all, the remaining vegetation could no longer pose any obstacle to us.

As long as we checked every lateral branch to confirm there were no anomalies, it was likely they would be left untouched.

[Just beneath the 35th Stratum where the ruins were discovered, the 34th Stratum. Was this the place where that moth resided?]

A versatile swarm soldier that had reached just before the ruins noticed something.

It swept its hand across the ground.

Something white and glittering.

It was the moth powder from the moth we had encountered previously.

[A gatekeeper’s existence naturally implies that there is something beyond worth protecting.]

The Swarm began to move again.

Finally, the moment came when we set foot on the 35th Stratum for the first time.

[Was it a trap?]

At that very moment, an unexpected variable occurred.


“What the hell is this!”

[The Swarm is assessing it now.]

The entire ruins began to tremble.

The peculiar markings etched everywhere started to glow faintly.

I was startled, but the swarm soldiers remained utterly still.

“What on earth…”

[Ah, this might actually be a good thing. The only tools we can utilize right now are living organisms. By dissecting and consuming these unknown entities, we might gather clues.]

Cracks appeared on the walls of the ruins, and from them, pale limbs began to burst out.

Their smooth, translucent skin, tall and slender bodies, and gleaming eyes were striking.

Their pale bodies were covered in peculiar markings that resembled brands, as if etched into their skin.

One by one, they awakened and revealed hostility toward the swarm soldiers.

“Units… No way. Judging by how they’re waking up like this.”

I bit my lips.

Their overall appearance resembled humans.

In fact, their hair lengths and the presence or absence of genitalia even allowed for distinctions between male and female.

They did not look like mere beasts or monsters.

[It had been a while since we encountered a tool-wielding opponent. The Swarm showed interest and naturally engaged them.]

Holding worn swords and spears, they approached.

The swarm soldiers, too, lowered their bodies and advanced.

We had no reason to back down.

“!!”

As they let out a roar-like shriek just before the clash, their markings and eyes glowed brightly.

Then came the collision.

The most surprising thing was that these pale and slender creatures, unexpectedly, had the upper hand in strength over us.

*

“Either way… you’re still attending school.”

“More importantly, the others probably don’t even realize how massive the events happening right now are.”

Oh Yoon-Ah murmured.

The school had an uneasy atmosphere.

Today, Kang Do-Yeon and Oh Yoon-Ah’s school, which had been attacked by goblins, resumed classes.

However, it was far from a proper studying environment.

Flowers were placed on desks here and there, and more than half of the teachers had not come to work.

The families of the missing persons were refusing to accept the situation, even opposing holding funerals.

“Do you think they can be rescued?”

“Not sure. If I were in their shoes, dragged away by those monstrous things, I don’t think I’d last a day.”

Oh Yoon-Ah shook her head with a grimace.

Kang Do-Yeon felt the same.

Though she usually showed a resolute demeanor, if she were in that situation, she knew she would crumble faster than anyone else.

“We will never go through such things. We’ll survive to the very end.”

Oh Yoon-Ah firmly grabbed her hand.

“You’re the one telling me that?”

“Th-that’s… Anyway! As long as we all manage to make it through, that’s what matters. The Cheongsan Tribe will carry us through just fine!”

Her scoff startled Oh Yoon-Ah, who quickly pulled out her mobile phone in an attempt to cover up her reaction.

Kang Do-Yeon also took interest in it and observed curiously.

At first glance, one might mistake it for a movie or drama, but the people displayed on Oh Yoon-Ah’s mobile phone were all real individuals.

“What exactly are those people’s abilities?”

“There’s something called species characteristics. It’s a kind of unique ability. For instance, in the case of our Cheongsan Tribe, the tribe’s shamanism that had been passed down developed to the extreme, allowing us to communicate directly with Earth and Wind Spirits.”

Perhaps out of guilt or belief in the Brand, Oh Yoon-Ah readily answered any questions.

Of course, Kang Do-Yeon herself had no intention of betraying the leeching Oh Yoon-Ah at the moment.

She simply retained the information for later, so she could pass it on fully to those truly on her side.

“Anyway, our tribe is capable and intelligent. We’ve already unified the surrounding tribes, and now it’s just a matter of expanding outward.”

“…You’re not planning to act independently, are you?”

“Ugh.”

Oh Yoon-Ah flinched and subtly nodded her head.

Cha Jiyeon, who had effectively revealed herself as a Unit, continued to engage with Players.

Moreover, she maintained close cooperation with them.

While Oh Yoon-Ah and Kang Do-Yeon were also practically members of that organization, they were not actively participating.

“My mom and dad said they wouldn’t let it slide.”

“Exactly. It’s indiscriminate killing. And what if you end up being targeted for no good reason?”

“It’s a bit disappointing, though. Those things Cha Jiyeon gives out… If possible, I think it would be great for our tribe to have them.”

“True… That could be another approach.”

There were countless possibilities for interaction.

Clicking her tongue, Kang Do-Yeon suddenly recalled the Units Shin Woo was raising.

‘They didn’t seem… human.’

Although both sides exercised extreme caution, she had overheard a few things.

Based on that, Kang Do-Yeon concluded that Shin Woo’s Units were definitely not human.

“It seems like it’ll take more time to get proper lessons done.”

“Yeah. Today was practically all self-study anyway.”

“Alright then, see you later.”

With shorter school hours than usual, Oh Yoon-Ah and Kang Do-Yeon parted ways at the main gate.

Oh Yoon-Ah left in the car her mother had come to pick her up in.

Their homes were in completely opposite directions, and Oh Yoon-Ah found it burdensome to ride along as her mother always scolded her daughter apologetically, so she declined the offer.

As she blankly watched the car disappear into the distance, Kang Do-Yeon slowly began to walk.

‘I don’t know whether this is a good thing or not.’

She let out a small sigh.

Though she had been forcibly dragged into this situation, she now thought it might actually be for the best.

If she hadn’t known the truth, she wouldn’t have been able to understand Shin Woo, who struggled alone.

“Huh…? Argh!”

However, just as she was nearing her house.

She grimaced as a burning pain flared up on her wrist and grabbed it instinctively.
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“Are you sure we can attack?!”

“Idiot! The detector is going off!”

“B-but they just look like ordinary students…”

It was their first real combat.

Despite their nervousness and panic, they had to move.

“Didn’t you hear?! The target doesn’t care about age or gender. If you’re scared, back off, rookie.”

“N-no, that’s not it!”

A slightly frail-looking middle-aged man stepped out of the car, visibly irritated.

The young man next to him frantically followed.

‘I don’t care. I just do as I’m told, get the drug, and that’s it. Just focus on that.’

The man furrowed his rough face, gritted his teeth, and spat out the cigarette he was smoking before activating something on his wrist.

“Ugh…”

As a sharp pain coursed through his wrist, a blue wave began to envelop his body.

It was the bestowed item he had received.

Soon, his entire body, including his face, was covered in a nano suit, and a blue cross-shaped light gleamed from his face.

“What the heck…”

“What is that?”

Ignoring the murmurs of the onlookers, he walked straight toward the target.

His breathing grew heavier, but he forced himself to ignore it.


From the suit’s split thigh compartment, he pulled out a weapon.

It was an advanced high-tech weapon capable of firing bullets far more powerful than a standard handgun.

‘I can do this.’

He aimed it at the target.

The detector indicated the target was a mother and daughter heading home from the parking lot.

He had no personal grudge against them, not even knowing their names.

But for what he wanted, he had to kill them.

“Mom!!”

Just as he pulled the trigger, the high school girl instinctively turned her head and shouted, her golden eyes flashing.

“Ugh, what is this?!”

Startled, he pulled the trigger repeatedly.

The translucent golden barrier emanating from the high school girl sparked as it deflected the bullets.

Screams erupted from the surroundings.

They couldn’t afford to drag this out.

“Idiot! Shoot them already!”

He yelled at his companion behind him.

Fortunately, his partner snapped out of his stupor and quickly prepared.

“I don’t care anymore!”

As he approached, the young man, also clad in a suit, gritted his teeth and pulled out a high-caliber weapon, aiming it at the high school girl and firing.

The large-caliber armor-piercing bullet tore through the air, shattering the golden barrier upon impact.


The barrier could not withstand it this time.

With the sound of shattering glass, the barrier broke, and blood sprayed everywhere.

Squinting, he checked the fallen bodies.

“Damn it.”

“M-mom…”

But the shot had failed.

In that fleeting moment, the mother had thrown herself to save her child.

The daughter, drenched in her mother’s blood, sat dazed under the horrific sight of her mother’s corpse, whose head had been brutally destroyed.

“I’m sorry, kid. You have to die for my child to live.”

He raised his handgun, aiming it at her.

But he never pulled the trigger.

“Guh…”

“Run now!”

A large brick, thrown with great force, struck him directly on the head.

Thanks to the suit, the impact was minimal, but he was still a rookie.

While he was momentarily flustered, another high school girl, pale with fear, grabbed her panicked friend and dragged her away.

“You idiot!!”

“Eek…”

Finally coming to his senses, he hurled a torrent of curses at his companion, who had failed to intervene.

Time was running out.


They had to deal with the target quickly before the police arrived.

“Just get ready to escape! I’ll finish this and catch up!”

Giving up on his partner, he pushed off the ground with tremendous force.

Thanks to the suit, he could exert superhuman leg strength.

The built-in artificial intelligence tracked the target heading toward a nearby building, assisted by her friend.

‘Annoying pests!’

Grinding his teeth, he pulled out a new weapon and pursued them.

He had already killed once.

Would a second time be any harder? Kill. That was his only thought.

*

“Mom… Mom…”

“I know. I saw it too. But please, get a hold of yourself, Yoon Ah!”

Kang Do-Yeon barely kept her composure.

Dragging the nearly catatonic Oh Yoon-Ah, she desperately ran for her life.

“Somebody help us! Please help! There’s a murderer!”

“W-what… Aah!”

She ran up the stairs of the mixed-use apartment building, screaming for help.

A few startled people, seeing the blood-soaked Oh Yoon-Ah, recoiled in shock and hurried to call an ambulance and the police.

‘At least there are people here.’

For a moment, Kang Do-Yeon felt a brief sense of relief.

But that thought was devastatingly naive.

“Ahhh!”

“W-what the… Aaaah!”

Her vision shook violently.

The blue-suited figure smashed through a third-floor glass window in a single leap, sending nearby people flying with a kick.

“I told you, I have no grudge against you. But you have to die here.”

A chilling blade extended from his wrist, glowing blue as energy coursed through it.

‘No.’

Kang Do-Yeon’s limits finally broke.

She wanted to resist, but her body wouldn’t respond.

Paralyzed by panic, her teeth chattered, and her breath grew ragged.

Her decision to intervene earlier, to pull Oh Yoon-Ah out of danger, wasn’t just a simple, emotional act.

If they had targeted Oh Yoon-Ah, a Player, it meant her brother, Kang Shin-Woo, could also be in danger.

She had calculated that saving Oh Yoon-Ah might allow her to reach out to Cha Jiyeon and report the discovery of a unit from a different faction.

“Ah…”

But dying here would render it all meaningless.

Slumping to the ground, Kang Do-Yeon let out a faint sigh as the blue flash hurtled toward her.

“Guh…”

“Y-Yoon Ah…”

The blade was about to slash her.

The assailant was hit by a powerful shockwave and flew backward.

Next to her stood Oh Yoon-Ah, holding a strange staff with a pale face.

“Run… let’s run.”

Their eyes met.

Then, they nodded simultaneously.

They could no longer afford to be complacent.

‘This is war.’

Gritting her teeth, Kang Do-Yeon used her superior physical abilities to drag Oh Yoon-Ah higher up.

There were multiple exits anyway.

They just needed to stay hidden and wait quietly before escaping this place.

“I won’t let you get away.”

“Kyaaa!”

But the opponent was too strong.

Even though they locked the Emergency Exit, the Plasma Blade sliced the thick steel door in half with ease.

“Ugh… Aaaah!”

In that fleeting moment, Kang Do-Yeon, cornered in a dead-end, threw a desperate punch.

Her small fist struck the unsuspecting opponent right in the face.

“Urgh.”

With a grunt, the Suit absorbed the impact of the blow.

Ignoring the reinforcement of her body through the Curse came at the cost of the opponent losing their sight.

“Just hold on a little longer! I’ll figure something out!”

Oh Yoon-Ah activated another engraved Curse using the Sacrificial Staff.

Meanwhile, Kang Do-Yeon fiercely kicked the opponent in the groin as they staggered.

The sight of the enemy grabbing their vital spot and screaming gave a glimmer of hope.

[Automatic Counterattack Execution]

Until now.

“Huh?”

As she gained confidence and threw another punch, she blinked.

Something flew, spraying blood.

She gasped as the blood splattered on her face.

It was undoubtedly her arm, still clad in her school uniform sleeve.

“Ah…”

But before she could even register that her arm had been severed, her body crumbled.

The joint of one knee, which had been kicked earlier, couldn’t withstand the shock and was torn apart, spraying blood.

The Cross-Shaped Eyes of the Suit glowed red as its movements shifted.

“I’m sorry, Do-Yeon…”

Seeing Kang Do-Yeon collapse, Oh Yoon-Ah muttered blankly and canceled the Curse.

The cost of canceling the Curse was overload.

Oh Yoon-Ah chose self-destruction, releasing the concentrated Energy in an uncontrollable explosion toward the enemy.

*

[The Swarm chose to retreat strategically. Those creatures don’t die even when killed. Moreover, their combat capabilities are exceptional.]

“But if we keep pressing, it feels like we can win?”

[You’re right. After all, this battle was merely a Reconnaissance Battle to gauge each other’s strength. What comes next…]

The voice was cut off.

Suddenly, a phone rang.

I thought it might be spam and considered hanging up, but I decided to answer it anyway.

If it was strange, I could just hang up immediately.

“Yes, who is this…”

And as I casually answered the phone, I froze in place.

Even as the person on the other end urgently spoke, I couldn’t believe my ears.

[…What are you hesitating for? Run to the hospital now!]

Until the guy shouted at me, I remained rooted in place.

By the time I regained my senses, I was already in a taxi heading to the hospital without realizing it.

“How… how could this…”

[Pull yourself together. It’s a dangerous situation.]

I was in such a panic that I couldn’t think straight.

Dangerous situation? Of course, it was dangerous.

The thing I feared might happen had actually occurred!

“But what’s the point? This is my second time. My father died like this too. If I lose her too… I won’t be able to endure it.”

Had I lost my mind? A bitter laugh escaped me.

Lying unconscious in front of me, my younger sibling was nothing more than a lifeless body.

Arms, legs, even the face—everything was gone.

Compared to Oh Yoon-Ah, who was also unconscious, the condition was far worse.

The horrifying sight made my eyes tremble uncontrollably.

[No, you can do it.]

“What…?”

[Look at the screen. Believe in it. Believe in the Swarm, the masterpiece you created.]

The screen shifted.

The Lowest Level of the Labyrinth.

The origin of everything, and where the Swarm’s Brain resided.

[The Swarm intends to repay its debt to you.]

There, the Swarm Soldiers had gathered in formation.

Their Red Glow seemed to pierce through the screen, as if they were looking directly at me.
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“You’re telling me to record this… and send it to the Swarm, to the army…”

[If you trust us.]

Trust. That single word barely managed to stitch together my crumbling sanity.

I clenched my teeth, trembling uncontrollably.

The situation had already spiraled out of control.

I had to take responsibility.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry…”

My hands, shaking uncontrollably, were barely able to lift the camera.

I had to hold one hand with the other to keep it steady.

My breathing grew increasingly ragged.

It was all because of me.

Everything… because of me.

[Take the shot. There isn’t much time. If her breathing stops and brain damage sets in, her memories cannot be guaranteed.]

I squeezed my eyes shut.

The price of incompetence was brutal.

With the sound of the camera shutter clicking,

I finally activated the camera.

[Leave the aftermath to us. Will you collapse here? Will you lose again, only to stand by and watch?]

“…No, never. Never again.”


[Then move. Surely, you have a plan.]

Each letter pierced my heart.

With trembling legs, I barely managed to move.

“Gate!! A Sudden Gate has appeared!”

“Secure the patients!”

Almost simultaneously, the sound of sirens and screams echoed from outside the hospital.

People had been murmuring about the end times for a reason.

But for those who knew the true nature of things, this was nothing less than a fierce war in progress.

Supporting my distraught mother, who was crying herself into exhaustion and complaining of dizziness, I ran through the hospital corridors.

The sound of shattering glass windows erupted, plunging the area into chaos.

In a twisted way, it was almost convenient.

In the midst of such pandemonium, the disappearance of one patient would easily go unnoticed.

*

“…”

[Do you clearly feel his emotions? The intense rage and hatred. This is what we are learning. Powerlessness and guilt are unnecessary emotions. Burn the hatred. Anger is strength.]

In the dim cavern,

A sudden flash of light revealed a figure wrapped entirely in bandages.

[These emotions will soon become our strength. We will be the most rational and, at the same time, the most passionate beings.]

A few Swarm Soldiers cautiously approached and began removing the bandages from Kang Do-Yeon’s devastated body.

If left as she was, she would soon stop breathing.


Simultaneously, the Swarm’s Nest began to shift.

Tentacles stretched out toward her.

[He sincerely desires the survival of his younger sibling. His sorrow is palpable. Sorrow is not a useful emotion. Therefore, it is now our turn to erase that sorrow.]

The tentacles began to wrap around her body slowly.

The sticky secretion emitted from the tentacles gradually formed a flesh wall that enveloped her.

On the surface, it appeared no different from the devouring and absorption process the Swarm had demonstrated before.

But what was happening within was entirely different.

[We are assimilating our cells into her body. Calmly, slowly. Replacing each of her cells with ours.]

As a bonus, the Swarm perfectly analyzed the human genetic structure from each portion of her body’s tissues.

Thanks to this, the Swarm could replace and reconstruct her physical form entirely with its own.

[This will go down in history. The first Command Entity with an independent ego will be born within the Swarm.]

It was an extraordinary privilege.

Until now, the Swarm had only repeated cycles of devouring, slaughter, disassembly, and analysis. The emergence of another ego within the Swarm, one that could potentially threaten its hierarchy, had never even been considered.

This became possible only because of the strong desire transmitted through the direct String connection.

[Do not be afraid. I assure you, Kang Do-Yeon will become another one of our weapons.]

Kang Do-Yeon was now fully immersed in the flesh wall.

At the center of the Nest, the large flesh wall containing her resembled a human womb in form.

She was completely submerged in the secretion filling it.

The secretion was a mass of countless Swarm cells.

As her original cells were broken down at the cellular level, they were replaced with new ones, restoring her body into an identical form.


[This timing is perfect.]

The Swarm ceased all other activity.

They waited earnestly for the Special Nest containing Kang Do-Yeon to complete its process.

[The Enemies of the Thirty-Fifth Stratum are special and strong. Facing them with conventional methods would result in immense energy loss. Therefore, strengthening our forces is the logical course of action.]

The Swarm had not yet identified what the Enemies of the Thirty-Fifth Stratum truly were.

Previously, an attempt had been made to analyze a stolen corpse, but as soon as the marks on its body extinguished, it dried up into a brittle mummy and crumbled away.

Since the enemy was not a normal living being, analysis had been impossible.

[But next time, we will prevail.]

Nonetheless, the Swarm had fully grasped their opponent’s capabilities.

They had already calculated their victory.

[Simultaneously, Our Brain develops even further.]

During this lull, the Swarm also fortified other aspects.

This time, they had acquired a portion of the brain tissue from a 17-year-old human girl, Kang Do-Yeon.

By perfectly analyzing the functionality of the human brain, the Swarm’s Brain underwent rapid growth.

Far more advanced than an orc’s crude intelligence.

Even if it wasn’t completely understood, the Swarm replicated the structure and expanded its volume by thousands of times.

[Now, we will truly understand. We haven’t learned speech yet, but once we do, we can create a Vocalization Organ to communicate as well.]

The massive brain now filled an entire cavern by itself.

Though almost a blank slate for now, the development of the brain, which acted as a stabilizing core, dramatically increased the Swarm’s computing power and communication speed, enhancing the Collective Consciousness.

Thus, they evolved once more.

[Did you see that?]

“…Yes.”

[This is the Swarm’s sincerity.]

“I believed it.”

Watching the entire scene unfold, he nodded with a dark expression.

His eyes remained fixed on the Special Nest containing his younger sibling.

“I heard you reached out. Um…”

“Kang Shin-Woo.”

“Yes, Kang Shin-Woo.”

Late at night.

I took a taxi to meet Cha Jiyeon.

Collaborating with Cha Jiyeon was now an essential condition for me.

Otherwise, I wouldn’t know when I’d become the target of a hunt.

To her, who believed I was Oh Yoon-Ah’s subordinate, my presence was undoubtedly unwelcome.

It was only natural.

Oh Yoon-Ah had not been particularly active in alliance matters, and as of today, she was in a coma due to an accident.

In her eyes, I likely had little value…

“I’ve heard the news. About your younger sibling… even the corpse… taken by them.”

However, contrary to my expectations, she sighed and held my hand.

Honestly, I was so surprised that my eyes widened, and I was at a loss for words.

For someone as strong and important as her to care about something like this…

“Before I was a Unit, I was a Hunter and a human being.”

Her bitter smile pierced my chest.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t fully considered it.

Unlike the Swarm Soldiers, who were simply Part of the Swarm, she was undeniably an independent individual. Was she truly unconditionally aligned with her Player?

“Thank you for the consolation. But I’ve come here for a different reason.”

“A different reason?”

“I’ll prove myself. So… please take me along in the upcoming Gate Conquest Battle.”

Clenching my teeth, I conveyed my determined request to her.

Cha Jiyeon’s eyes widened in surprise.

But I was sincere.

I didn’t feel guilty about taking risks for the Swarm.

Because, after all, that was what they wanted.

Now, I could understand that.

“Prove yourself?”

“Give me a mission. I’ll handle it.”

“That’s… understood for now. It seems our Player finds it interesting too. Any addition to our strength is always welcome.”

Cha Jiyeon nodded almost reflexively.

I wasn’t entirely without confidence either.

[Surpass the 35th Stratum and uncover the truth of the Labyrinth. If so, you will reach Chapter 3, and additional functions will ensure your safety.]

There was one step left to take.

“You’ve had a tough time at such a young age, just twenty-three.”

“Uh, but I heard you’re only twenty-four, Hunter.”

“That’s true, but…”

At first, I was a bit surprised.

She seemed so mature, yet she was only a year older than me.

She chuckled faintly while fiddling with her mobile phone.

“Don’t worry too much. The Unknown Units who harmed your Younger Sibling and attacked Oh Yoon-Ah—our Player has already identified their identities and is confident of victory. We will definitely get revenge.”

“Who are they exactly?”

“They don’t share much information with me either. But you’ll find out soon enough.”

She nodded as if to reassure me.

I decided to trust her for now.

Revenge wasn’t my concern anyway.

No matter how long it took, I, or rather the Swarm, would handle it ourselves.

“Thank you.”

It was enough that she cared for someone as insignificant as me.

[It would be better to stay close. The enemies have the ability to track the Player.]

“Right. But did those guys really target Oh Yoon-Ah thinking she was the Player?”

After parting ways with Cha Jiyeon, I rubbed my temples.

As I pieced together my shattered thoughts, something nagged at me.

Targeting the Player implied they belonged to the same world. Yet, the Units I knew of Oh Yoon-Ah’s had nothing in common with the High-Tech Suits caught on CCTV.

“Or maybe they’re like a Proxy Kill Group that delegates killing to others. I can’t be certain.”

Clicking my tongue, I got back into the taxi.
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Ship of Theseus. A paradox of change and continuity.

The body that constitutes me is being replaced, cell by cell.

Its function and appearance are undoubtedly the same as before.

Then, when all the cells have completely changed, is it still me? This was one of the strange and chilling senses of dissonance Kang Do-Yeon was experiencing.

[If you cannot endure that sense of dissonance, your mind will collapse as it is.]

A voice unfamiliar to her rang in her ears.

It was a voice the Swarm had heard countless times, but one the Swarm could not comprehend.

The voice was a deep male voice, yet it carried a raspy tone as if wounded.

[Who are you?]

“I… I am…”

Curled up like a fetus, she frowned.

The confusion was overwhelming.

Too much information was flowing into her mind.

Knowledge of the Swarm that the small human brain could not bear.

Thus, the Swarm controlled the flow of information directed at her.

Due to this control, she possessed the strongest ego within the Swarm but had been pushed to second in rank.

“I am Kang Do-Yeon. I am just me.”

[Is that all?]

“And a part of the Swarm.”


She overcame the sense of dissonance with her mental strength.

She succeeded in not losing her ego.

She vividly remembered the final moment.

The Red Cross Eyes of the Blue Suit that had dismembered her limbs and left her in a half-dead state.

“Bastard.”

Rage surged.

But that rage was not hers alone.

The entire Swarm resonated with her anger.

The area covered by the Swarm’s Nest trembled.

[The First Entity has emerged. This has been recorded in the history of the Swarm.]

She slowly opened her eyes.

At the same time, a crack split open the Flesh Wall of the Nest that encased her.

Light seeped in through the fissure, and secretion spilled out.

“Khuh… Kehek…”

She was swept out and spilled onto the outside.

Instinctively, she inhaled deeply, drawing air into her lungs.

“Ugh…”

Her vision was blurry, and she staggered as she stood on the Flesh Wall of the Nest beneath her feet.

Even though she had overcome the sense of dissonance, it still lingered in her body.

She felt as though it wasn’t her body.


But grinding her teeth, she breathed deeply to steady herself.

As her mind calmed, her body quickly adapted.

[Do you know what you must do?]

“Yeah, I know, uh… old man.”

Clutching her throbbing head, she let out a faint laugh.

The Swarm controlled the information, but at the same time, it decided to actively and efficiently utilize Kang Do-Yeon, the only entity with a developed brain.

There was no way she wouldn’t know.

Where she was, why she was in this state, what the Swarm was, and what needed to be done from now on.

“I’m angry at those damned bastards. But you’re not angry because of me, are you? To you, I’m just Specimen One. You’re angry because your brother is sad, because he’s angry, right?”

She slowly began to walk.

Even though the grotesque and horrifying sight of the Nest and Swarm Soldiers would make an ordinary girl scream, and even though she was completely naked without a single thread on her body, she didn’t care.

None of it mattered to her anymore.

“Let’s go.”

Following her as she headed upward, the waiting Swarm Soldiers began to move.

The procession stretched endlessly.

It was a march to completely conquer the 35th Stratum.

There was no fear or doubt on Kang Do-Yeon’s face as she led at the forefront.

[You are also part of the Swarm. And so are we.]

In the end, she was a part of the Swarm.

In return for being granted life, she had become one with the Swarm.


“Which means war, battle, is my duty.”

There was no need for a reason.

War and devouring were the very purpose of the Swarm’s existence.

“What on earth? From what I can see, uh… it looks like something out of a fantasy—like elves. Hideously pale corpses, though. What kind of structure is this? A temple? A shrine?”

Kang Do-Yeon led the Swarm Soldiers to the 35th Stratum.

Through her, the Swarm made their first concrete assessment of the Enemies of the Thirty-Fifth Stratum.

[They came at us again. Just like last time, the marks on their bodies began to glow.]

Once again, the Guardian Soldiers, who had lost their reason, charged forward, and the Swarm responded.

The Swarm had never lost a rematch.

They always employed stronger, more innovative forces and strategies in the second attack.

“Ugh…”

This time was no different.

While the Swarm Soldiers rushed ahead, Kang Do-Yeon staggered, her eyes wide open and trembling.

[Get used to it. The Swarm granted a special power to a special entity. It is an application of another racial trait of the Swarm—Accelerated Growth. It’s the height of inefficiency, but it was worth investing in this entity.]

“Agh… Aaaargh!”

Kang Do-Yeon screamed in pain as her body twisted and restructured.

At the same time, her entire body began to transform.

Her skeleton changed rapidly, and her skin underwent mutation, becoming covered with Black Hide and Carapace.

Her muscles were rearranged, and her nerves twisted.

Ultimately, her body, except for her head, was completely altered.

Covered in a form that resembled a black suit, her appearance wasn’t much different from a versatile Swarm Soldier.

“Kyaaah!”

As she gasped and swallowed the pain, an enemy charged at her with a spear.

She raised her head, revealing her Glowing Red Eyes, and clenched her teeth as she delivered a powerful kick toward the enemy.

The superhuman leg strength, enhanced by the Swarm’s Compressed Muscles, erupted in full force.

“Damn, that really hurts…”

With a burst of shockwave, the enemy’s spear shattered, and their upper body exploded.

She drew a sword created by transforming her own cells.

Rage surged within her.

The entire Swarm resonated with her anger.

And that intense rage helped crush the enemies.

Leaping into the air, she cleaved an enemy who was struggling against a Swarm Soldier in half.

The composition and scale of the Swarm’s unit types were the same as before.

But the results were entirely different.

The Swarm quickly overwhelmed the enemies, nearly annihilating them.

With the development of the brain and Kang Do-Yeon’s emergence, the Collective Consciousness became faster and more intricate, and the newly learned fiery rage turned into madness, slicing and slashing through the enemies.

Cursed, mindless corpses?

They were indeed excellent guardians who defied even death, but so was this side.

[All enemies have fallen. But it is not over yet. We must head above.]

“…What is this place for?”

Kang Do-Yeon, who had just sheathed her sword, muttered while looking at the massive hole in the ceiling.

“Mom’s okay? Did you speak honestly?”

“…I told her I would definitely come back alive.”

“Really? But can I even return to Earth?”

That guy spoke while looking into the mid-air.

He was speaking to me beyond the screen. Of course, the perspective didn’t align at all.

“I’m sure there’s a way.”

“I think we can probably get back soon.”

Contrary to my feelings, Kang Do-Yeon smirked faintly as she spoke.

Her body was still in that state.

Similar, yet distinctly non-human.

The appearance of her body, resembling a female Swarm Soldier, was incredibly awkward.

[Do you have nothing more to say?]

“No. That’s not it.”

I shook my head.

At this moment, my words were being conveyed by the one my younger sibling called ‘old man.’

“It’s not just something I’m saying. You wouldn’t know, but I’m directly connected to the Swarm. I know. Really… it’s amazing. That weird tin can that attacked us? By now, I could rip it apart with one hand.”

That guy clenched his fist.

A fist that looked as though it was wearing a gauntlet, with sharp claws protruding.

“Yeah, right. But first, we need to get out of this labyrinth.”

“From what I see, this place looks like some kind of ancient ruins. Those creatures that attacked us, they acted like they were trying to protect this place. But they’re just big without being much of a threat.”

Kang Do-Yeon got up and began investigating the 35th Stratum.

Unlike the other strata, this place was barren, like a cave itself.

Currently, the Nest’s Seed was planted and expanding its territory, but there was so little to consume that it barely made progress.

[The Swarm has decided to take some time to reorganize. To replenish the lost forces and fully transform this place into a Nest before moving above.]

The Nest was an essential space for producing Swarm Soldiers and injecting them with nutrients.

If efficiency was the goal, even Swarm Soldiers shouldn’t be treated like disposable items.

“Ugh… I really hate this.”

A tentacle from the Nest extended toward the younger sibling.

As the tentacle connected to the lumbar region, the guy shuddered and grumbled incessantly.

“They can send food. They’re constantly buying and sending it.”

“No thanks. Right now, I don’t even have a digestive system, and more importantly, consuming this way is far more efficient than digesting through my digestive system.”

“…Not even bread?”

For a moment, that guy’s ears perked up.

Smirking, I stood up.

At least… I wanted to do this.

“Hey! Are you listening right now?! I’ll handle all the fighting here, so just stay put! Stick close to Cha Jiyeon!”

“…Tell him I understand.”

[Very well.]

I smiled bitterly.

Kang Do-Yeon had become part of the Swarm.

However, her thoughts didn’t always align with the Swarm.

The Higher Species was, of course, the Swarm.

The younger sibling worried about me and wished for me to hide safely.

But the Swarm was different.

The Swarm worried about me and wanted me to grow even stronger because of it.

Now, I could understand it too. The Swarm wasn’t the only one considering my emotions.
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Chapter 3

After conquering the 35th Stratum, I took another step forward. This was where the real story began. It was Chapter 3.

[Look at the screen. I’ll show you the features that have been added.]

I checked the app.

The once-empty screen was now packed with various interfaces.

“What is this?”

[Tap on it. That’s the shop. A system shop available to all players.]

I touched the newly added icon.

As stated, it was a shop selling various items.

My eyes caught sight of [Assassination Authority: 500G (2-time limit)].

The tutorial reward of 1,000 gold could have been used to acquire two of these if I had chosen it and endured until now.

Of course, there was a high chance I wouldn’t have survived to this point.

“Thanks to that, I now have zero gold. How do I earn gold?”

[There is only one way to earn gold. Kill enemy units or players.]

“…What?”

At the same time, the gold that had been at zero started to increase rapidly.

The rising gold stopped precisely at 100G.

[Those rats we defeated last time. The app assessed their value to be just 100G.]

One-fifth the value of an Assassination Authority.


My eyes grew cold.

The system was incredibly ruthless and precise.

An entire species that once thrived with dreams and hopes had been completely exterminated, leaving nothing behind.

[This is reality. Even without the app, the result would have been the same.]

“That’s true.”

I chuckled faintly.

[Although it’s just 100G, you can still find something useful.]

I browsed the shop’s items.

It seemed the items mentioned as being useful in Chapter 3 were indeed from the shop.

“There are items for both players and units.”

[All of them can create variables in the game.]

I carefully considered the items.

I had to choose wisely.

With the amount of money I had, I could only afford one item.

To prove my ability to Cha Jiyeon and work together, I needed something that would help me now.

“How about this?”

For exactly 100G, I selected an item that seemed to meet the criteria.

It was a transparent liquid shimmering inside a bottle.

Although its consumable nature bothered me, it was a product that could give me everything I wanted.

[The choice is yours. The item has been selected. You have used gold to obtain ‘Moonlight Fury.’]


Moonlight Fury.

According to its description, it granted the power of the Moonlit Wolf, a being with extraordinary physical abilities under the moonlight, for a short period.

“This can’t be what I’m thinking, can it?”

[It probably is. The Moonlight Fury you just purchased is undoubtedly the racial trait of a species that exists somewhere, sometime.]

I inhaled sharply.

This shop truly sold all sorts of things.

“Oppa, are you there?”

“Tell her I am.”

“Whew.”

Kang Do-Yeon sighed after hearing my message.

The preparations weren’t anything special.

We had to climb the massive hole in the ceiling above the 35th Stratum.

[As expected, the Swarm sent scouts first.]

The scouts, capable of flight and high mobility, began ascending through mid-air.

The small size of the scouts didn’t provoke a reaction.

If there were any enemies up there, it would still be fine this time.

“Switch the screen. What do you see?”

[This is an interesting result.]

With those meaningful words, the screen changed.

I could now see what the Swarm was focusing on.


[A simple cave. But vast.]

“…A village? No, it looks like a city.”

To me, the elongated structures resembled residential facilities of some kind.

There was an area that looked like a plaza, and another that seemed like a fortress.

Its scale was overwhelming.

[Kang Do-Yeon reached a similar conclusion, and the Swarm accepted her opinion. This place was the nest of a specific species. The architectural style, the marks engraved throughout, and the writings matched the structures of the 35th Stratum, serving as evidence.]

“They might have lived underground here. Then what’s the purpose of the structures on the 35th Stratum, the mummies guarding that place, and this pit leading here?”

I scratched my head.

There wasn’t enough information to understand what this place was or its purpose.

[This is the 36th Layer… and a passage to the 37th Layer has been discovered.]

Around that time, the scouts found a passage leading to the next stratum.

[However, it is sealed by an unknown force.]

“Nothing ever goes smoothly.”

The scouts couldn’t pass through it.

It was reminiscent of the spiderwebs that had blocked our way when we first transitioned from a small branch to a grand stratum.

“So, in the end, we’ll just have to break everything down.”

“Still, we need to figure out what it is to deal with it.”

“There’s no way to do that right now.”

Kang Do-Yeon nodded coolly.

I found myself at a loss for words and closed my mouth.

[The Swarm shares the same sentiment.]

The Swarm soldiers began to move.

Flying species were the first to cross mid-air and pass through the hole.

[And once again, the resentful specters block our path. The Swarm has no intention of wasting time. An order for an all-out advance has been issued.]

When the flying species first reached the 36th Layer.

This underground city, which had been eerily silent, erupted with shrieks.

The maddened corpses we had seen on the 35th Stratum.

They began to emit light from the marks engraved all over their bodies as they burst out of houses and buildings.

[They are truly irritating. Eating them provides no knowledge, minimal nutrients, and above all, the unknown force animating them remains a mystery.]

“There’s definitely… something.”

Watching the corpses collide with the Swarm’s flying species made me furrow my brow.

The ones we encountered on the lower stratum had been armed and physically robust warriors.

But this time was different.

Although there were some armed warriors among them, the majority weren’t warriors.

Some held tools that seemed to be farming tools, while others were completely unarmed.

There were elderly figures with bent backs and even small children.

‘What on earth happened here?’

As Kang Do-Yeon, who had climbed up through the hole, struck the ground alongside the other Swarm soldiers, wielding her sword and fists, my thoughts grew even more tangled.

“Their numbers are greater, but they’re nothing special.”

And the sight of one of them slicing an enemy’s body in half with a single stroke and smiling brightly unsettled me even further.

“Flow. There’s definitely a flow.”

Chapter 3

In the midst of a fierce battlefield.

Kang Do-Yeon kicked away an opponent incapacitated by her sword and murmured.

The wraiths desperately fought against the seemingly endless Black Wave crawling out of the Pit.

There was no hesitation in their actions.

They were like programmed machines.

“Then who did the programming?”

Kang Do-Yeon’s eyes glowed with a Red Glow.

The Swarm had already experienced an invisible and mysterious force once before.

Through the wraiths and the Guardian Spirit’s leader, the Moth, they had come to realize the existence of souls and even managed to understand a fraction of it.

So, it wasn’t impossible for Kang Do-Yeon to sense something similar.

“There. Over there. The Edge of the City.”

Kang Do-Yeon pointed across to the opposite side, where a large Structure marked the end of the cavern.

Towards that destination, Assault Soldiers as large as horses or Cave Boars bared their teeth and charged forward.

With their sheer mass and muscle power, they literally trampled over the resisting wraiths.

Leading the charge was a Swarm Soldier based on an Earth Dragon and a Cave Boar, equipped with sturdy Head Armor and Strong Jaw Strength.

The creature swung its massive, solid head and struck down a wraith.

[A new enemy has appeared.]

But at that very moment.

The large Swarm Soldier’s neck was literally sliced in half.

What made this possible was a single man wielding a sword.

Unlike the other wraiths, he bore Marks covering his entire body and held a Softly Glowing Blue Sword, standing guard in front of a building.

Behind him, dozens of other warriors, each emanating an Unusual Aura, emerged to defend the building.

[We were correct. There’s a clue in the place those individuals are protecting.]

The Swarm’s attention shifted to that location.

Kang Do-Yeon, her lips pressed firmly together, stepped forward.

The massive amount of Energy invested in her by the Swarm was for moments like this.

[The assault soldier, the sturdiest unit created by the Swarm, had its armor cut in an instant. This means the Versatile Soldier’s defense won’t withstand it either. At the same time, it implies that even the Carapace-Forged Sword we’ve honed will be sliced upon collision.]

“Then how should we fight?”

Kang Do-Yeon faintly smiled as she maximized her senses by utilizing every Cell in her body.

Not only her Five Senses, such as sight, hearing, and touch, but also internal senses like balance and reflexes, were autonomously controlled.

“Krrhh…”

In addition, new Sensory Organs unique to Cave creatures appeared in her body.

Organs that detected Subtle Vibrations and those that sensed Subtle Electromagnetic Waves, among others.

Her expanded senses caused her eyes to lose focus, and her body began to tremble.

The overwhelming influx of information from her suddenly heightened senses overloaded her brain.

However, at that moment, the Collective Consciousness of the Swarm, which shared a single mind with her, intervened.
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‘It feels like I’m floating.’

An expansion and addition to her senses that she had never experienced in her life.

Kang Do-Yeon staggered, yet a smirk spread across her face.

Thanks to The Swarm directly intervening, her brain could now process the overwhelming influx of information smoothly.

During this process, her brain was stimulated, and she inexplicably felt a sense of pleasure.

[This is undoubtedly an extraordinary enemy. Estimated to be a formidable one. For now, The Swarm has instructed the Artillery-Type Soldiers to commence bombardment.]

“…!”

Dozens of spiked bones instantly tore through the air, pouring down on them.

The man at the forefront, as well as the other warriors, simultaneously raised their swords, deflecting and cutting through all the spikes.

“I guess I’ll have to step in.”

With a thunderous roar, Kang Do-Yeon pushed off the ground.

The man, leaving his subordinates behind, tilted his sword and charged toward her alone.

Among all the enemies she had encountered so far, he was undoubtedly the strongest.

“Hmph.”

Right before their collision, Kang Do-Yeon’s waist twisted in an unnatural manner.

At the same time, the sharp blade of the sword narrowly grazed past her eyes.

[His movements are disciplined, precise, and sharp. The Swarm focused every available perspective on him, engraving his movements into memory from all angles. Combat with a sword is not feasible. That is the essence of swordsmanship.]

Kang Do-Yeon countered his blade with her transcendent senses and neural responses.

Since swordsmanship couldn’t match him, she relied purely on her physical capabilities.


The sword blade continued to graze past her eyes and narrowly miss her body.

Although the opponent also displayed extraordinary physical abilities, he was slower compared to her, who manipulated her nerves through the Collective Consciousness borrowed from The Swarm.

“Not so fast!”

She dodged his sword aimed at her waist, twisting her own body to deliver a kick.

Though the kick started from an unstable posture caused by her twisted waist, her spine fractured on its own, and the muscles in her thighs tore apart, unleashing explosive power.

[Has a countermeasure been found? Of course, this is a tactic that ordinary Swarm Soldiers, not equipped with Omnipotent Cells, would find difficult to attempt.]

The opponent, unable to counter this bizarre and unconventional attack, was sent flying with a booming sound, crashing far away into the ground.

“It’s not going to end that easily, huh…”

[The remaining forces lying in wait are now moving. We will respond accordingly. The analysis is already complete.]

Kang Do-Yeon, who had already regenerated her fractured spine and torn thigh, frowned as she watched the opponent stagger to his feet.

Recognizing the danger, the enemies now began to gather in groups, and The Swarm also moved to counter them.

[Still, not all of them seem to be as skilled as their leader. The Swarm is confident that victory is achievable with our specialty in collective tactics.]

The Versatile Swarm Soldiers rushed forward, swords in hand.

Their precise coordination and seamless teamwork—a tactical feat only possible for Versatile Swarm Soldiers crafted from human and orc bases—unfolded.

Once again, Kang Do-Yeon lunged at the staggering opponent.

‘Now I can see it.’

She avoided the weakened opponent’s sword and swung her own, severing his arm.

Then, immediately after, she beheaded him.

The blue flames burning in his eyes and the markings extinguished.

“…Are you grieving?”


While the Swarm Soldiers, following their calculated and premeditated tactics, continued to overwhelm the remaining enemies, Kang Do-Yeon stared blankly at the face of the corpse, now a dried-up mummy.

*

[The last resisting enemy fell simultaneously under the assault of our allies.]

“It’s not over yet.”

“Yeah, we need to see what’s inside.”

Though The Swarm had achieved victory, it was too early to let their guard down.

Kang Do-Yeon approached the structure that the enemies had been trying to protect, under my watchful gaze.

The screen zoomed in to match her perspective.

“This really looks like a temple.”

[We will deploy a Scout first.]

One of the nearby Swarm Soldiers assumed the role of a Scout.

The massive stone gate was pushed open, and the Scout stepped inside.

This time, I shifted my perspective to the Scout.

“Is that… an enemy?!”

[No hostility detected. No, it’s not even alive, to begin with, unlike the others.]

In this expansive space, there was only one figure, seated cross-legged in the center.

A Magic Circle, seemingly drawn with blood, covered the entire floor around it.

“That person… The flow that permeated this place was circulating around that mummy.”

Kang Do-Yeon, upon seeing it, covered her mouth with her hand.

One of the Swarm Soldiers walked resolutely over and pulled out something the mummy was clutching tightly.


“…A Vajra?”

“What’s that?”

“It’s, uh, something like that.”

Of course, it wasn’t really, but to me, it resembled a sacred artifact like a Vajra.

The Swarm Soldier twisted and detached something embedded in the center of the Vajra.

[A glowing gem adorned with peculiar markings. The markings might have similarities with the others drawn here. This peculiar flow, the source of the curse controlling the wraiths, originates from this gem.]

It was clearly no ordinary item.

Kang Do-Yeon, now holding the gem handed over to her, stared at it blankly.

“Can we use it or analyze it?”

[Not yet. More data is required.]

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem immediately usable.

“Here’s a clue. Take a look at this.”

“Yeah. This is better than those unreadable texts.”

For now, they secured the Luminous Stone, and Kang Do-Yeon moved somewhere else.

[The Swarm also showed great interest. What could those bizarre markings on the wall possibly indicate? It wasn’t long before they realized that these markings were ‘depictions’ of something.]

“…So, these are drawings. Murals, perhaps? What do they depict?”

Kang Do-Yeon shared her knowledge of murals with The Swarm, who were encountering the concept of drawings for the first time.

Immediately, The Swarm focused on all the murals drawn inside the temple.

“Look at this. Can you see, brother? This seems to be the starting point.”

At that moment, Kang Do-Yeon pointed at something.

I checked the indicated area.

Indeed, it was a mural.

Specifically, it depicted a group of people entering a cave.

They appeared to be threatened by others wielding spears.

“These people… Were they driven underground?”

My younger sibling and I interpreted it similarly.

Naturally, I examined the adjacent section.

The adjacent mural depicted a thriving underground city, centered around a lavishly adorned individual.

[Analyzing Kang Do-Yeon’s interpretation further, The Swarm concluded that, according to the mural, there seemed to be more than one such city.]

“There are numerous cities depicted here. But what’s next? One by one, these cities are disappearing.”

About halfway through the mural, peculiar elements began to emerge.

[The cities fell one by one, and the survivors fled in haste. But there was nowhere left to hide. They gathered in the last remaining city and made a resolution.]

“…They sealed the entrance themselves. And all of them participated in a ritual to protect their final bastion from being trampled. The lower floors served as a kind of outpost. A desperate attempt to find an escape route. But we know better, coming from below. There was no escape down there.”

Kang Do-Yeon muttered as she looked at the final mural.

They succeeded in uncovering part of the truth, but new questions arose as well.

[The strange monsters that drove these once-prosperous people to self-destruction—may they at least be living beings.]

Of course, The Swarm cared little for such things and merely hoped to encounter prey they could devour soon.

“What about the seal?”

[Look at the screen. The moment we broke the Vajra, the seal was already undone. The Swarm has already dispatched Scouts.]

The screen shifted.

This time, the perspective transitioned to that of a Scout cutting through mid-air.

The structures present here on the 36th Layer and the subsequent 37th Layer were also evident.

However, compared to the relatively intact state below, this place was nothing short of a ruin.

“Vegetation is alive here. So, this isn’t an isolated and sealed-off area?”

Distinctive cave flora, including mushrooms and moss, could be seen scattered around.

However, no movement from any large creature was detected or visible.

[This place is also exceptionally vast, as expected of a developed Trunk Layer. More detailed reconnaissance is necessary. Above all, we must continue the nesting process in the lower strata and explore the unexplored small caverns as well.]

The Swarm busily moved about.

Of course, by now, handling multiple tasks simultaneously had become second nature to them.

“Let me know if you find anything.”

I turned off the mobile phone there.

The Swarm, as always, was diligently working, so it was time for me to move as well.

‘Can I do it? No, that’s not the important question.’

Biting my lip, I stared at Cha Jiyeon’s message.

Other Units and Players would continue to grow stronger as time passed.

If it was dangerous to stay hidden and dangerous to act, then it was better to act.

In the end, this insane Game was akin to an ecosystem.

A merciless environment devoid of even a shred of compassion.

If you fell behind or grew weak, you would inevitably be devoured by the stronger ones and reduced to mere nutrients.

I had to keep running forward.

Once again, I checked the potion I had tucked away.

This was the item that would assist in my Perfect Crime.
A Legion Grows From My Smartphone - Chapter 36

				
Chapter 36

In the dim center of the nest.

While someone initiated a firmly resolved action and another observed the nesting of the occupied area.

Even in this deepest part, the origin and brain of The Swarm, something was unfolding.

A rhythmic heartbeat echoed periodically.

The source of that heartbeat was a Special Nest prepared on one side.

Inside that Special Nest, a life lay dormant.

Until now, all Swarm Soldiers had been produced using eggs.

There had been only one entity born from a Special Nest resembling a womb.

[Strictly speaking, it wasn’t born. But yes, this time is different. From start to finish, we created and birthed it with our own abilities.]

The Flesh Wall split open, and secretion, which also acted as amniotic fluid, gushed out.

Following that, something abruptly emerged from the gap.

A soft, white hand.

That hand gripped the Flesh Wall and soon revealed its entire body.

[…The Swarm currently possesses only one human gene. That means everything we create mirrors her.]

Her—or rather, ‘it’—descended to the ground with a body still dripping with secretion.

Its expressionless face was chilling, but its features and every physical trait were identical to the only known human, Kang Do-Yeon.

Kang Do-Yeon was unaware of this fact.

The Swarm had controlled the information.

[Why the hesitation? After expending such massive energy to create it, you intend to discard it? Does it displease you?]


But soon, the copy of Kang Do-Yeon pointed a sword at its own neck.

[Are you wondering what this means? Do you think a form identical to his younger sibling cannot fully represent you? You’ve grown quite a bit.]

Its fingertips trembled.

A clear sign that it was genuinely contemplating.

[But isn’t it amusing? Your identity is still being constructed. You should think efficiently. Couldn’t this body be utilized in some way?]

“Ah, ah.”

It opened its mouth and emitted a sound.

The Swarm had not yet mastered human language.

The sounds it produced were merely reenactments, mimicking the muscular and neural reactions of Kang Do-Yeon when she spoke.

“Be. Quiet.”

[…I see. That’s understandable.]

The Swarm replicated the words Kang Do-Yeon had spat in annoyance at her enemies when she let out a shriek.

It wasn’t using the words knowingly.

But at least it grasped their meaning.

Its body twisted, its skeletal structure shifted, and its appearance began to transform.

Eventually, it took on a form closely resembling Kang Do-Yeon, who was currently active as part of The Swarm.

However, after a moment of hesitation, The Swarm added one final modification.

[Do you detest having a face identical to hers, even if it means dying?]

A Mask, almost like a carapace, covered its face.

From the eyes of the Mask, a Red Glow flickered.


[Go to her and learn. Only then can you come closer to him.]

It started to move.

Although it was essentially an Experiment Subject imbued with the Desire of the Swarm.

[This moment will be recorded in history. The moment the Consciousness of the Swarm achieved growth on another level.]

The sound of pages flipping echoed from somewhere.

“Hm?”

Inside the Enchanted Temple on the 36th Layer.

Kang Do-Yeon, who had been searching the area, flinched at the unfamiliar presence.

Connected to the Swarm’s Collective Consciousness, she could sense it.

“…What is this?”

Instinctively, she bristled at the presence of an unknown entity, even though she herself was Part of the Swarm.

Moreover, when that entity, even wearing a Mask, had a body shape, hairstyle, and even posture almost identical to hers.

“…”

However, it did not speak or move, only letting the Red Glow shine through the gaps of the Mask.

Kang Do-Yeon felt a chill. Though she had no pores to raise in goosebumps, she experienced that sensation all the same.

“You… You’re part of The Swarm.”

Despite having her information controlled, she deduced its identity through her sharp intuition and instincts.

Intuition and guesswork. Things that the species of The Swarm, who were made of reason and calculation, lacked—or, even if they possessed, rarely used.

[Can’t you feel it? The Swarm wishes to learn from you.]

“Learn? Learn what? You already know everything.”


[Things that cannot be understood through genetic analysis. The Swarm is transmitting some of the controlled information back to you. Your mission is temporarily halted.]

Kang Do-Yeon frowned and bit her lip.

The information flowing into her contained more than mere data.

“Understood.”

Eventually, as a part of The Swarm, she understood its intent and sighed.

“Shall we start with words? We know what learning is, don’t we?”

“Yes.”

For the first time since their encounter, it responded.

Hearing her own voice with her own ears, Kang Do-Yeon flinched and hesitated.

Of course, even that “Yes” was spoken after deducing its meaning from memory.

“You’re curious about the emotion I’m feeling right now? This is called being flustered.”

In the end, she began the lesson.

Pouring everything she knew onto the blank canvas that knew nothing.

Words, emotions, and even the most basic common sense—all of it.

“I understand.”

However, that canvas was a colossal hive mind equipped with incomprehensible hardware.

In less than a few hours, it completely assimilated the knowledge and experiences accumulated by the 17-year-old human girl, Kang Do-Yeon.

There were minor nuances during the process of interpreting what it learned, but nothing significant.

“…Really?”

“It’s easy. Compared to analyzing and calculating the genes of various lifeforms or deducing unfamiliar concepts and worlds from a handful of clues.”

It—The Swarm—turned its back.

“Kang Do-Yeon. The first Commander of the Swarm. The rest of the learning can wait. Proceed to the 37th Layer. There is another enemy.”

It pointed with its finger toward the passage leading to the 37th Layer.

Simultaneously, the scene The Swarm was observing was transmitted to Kang Do-Yeon’s brain.

“Fine, I’ll go!”

Her face pale, she hurriedly left the area.

However, it remained standing still.

[Do you understand now? What you feel, what you see and hear, what you think, and how it is expressed.]

“…”

[But I know. We are not human. We learned about humanity from humans. But the moment we made that learning our own, it ceased to be human. In the end, it is merely a reference.]

Kang Do-Yeon had taught The Swarm everything it was curious about, as much as she could.

However, it was neither perfect nor satisfactory to itself.

[What do you think about him?]

“…Kang Shin-Woo.”

It mumbled absentmindedly.

Though it had absorbed all the knowledge and mastered it perfectly, matching what it knew to reality was not something mere advanced hardware could resolve.

Right now, the Consciousness of the Swarm was akin to a newborn.

None of the emotions Kang Do-Yeon had taught it could explain this.

*

“What’s going on? What happened?”

[It was assumed that some kind of incident had occurred on the 37th Layer, where a Scout discovered something.]

“Well, it seems like we still have some time.”

Kang Shin-Woo checked the Notification on his Mobile Phone.

The situation appeared to be urgent.

The Swarm Soldiers under Kang Do-Yeon’s command, who had been in a dormant state to conserve Energy, were awakening and moving simultaneously.

“What on earth is it?”

[Movement detected on the 37th Layer. Here is the recorded footage.]

This time, the perspective switched to the Scout.

It was clearly in the middle of searching the ruins.

Then, at that moment, something came into view.

“A person?! No, wait. At least, something alive! Could it be dead?”

The excited voice stumbled over itself.

But the excitement was warranted.

[Correct. Its appearance and outward features resemble the Wraiths we encountered on previous Strata. However, it’s not a long-dead Corpse. There are no Cursed Marks drawn on its body.]

“What is this thing doing?”

Kang Shin-Woo furrowed his brows as he observed more closely.

It appeared to be a woman.

Judging by the tattered rags covering her body, it was hard to estimate how much time had passed.

She seemed alive, yet she sat motionless, her head hanging low as if she were dead.

[The Scout approached closer, but there was no movement. However, it is definitely alive. The Device Installed on Scout detected faint breathing.]

The Scout emitted a buzzing sound as it flew closer and perched right on her face.

Even as a Bug, larger than a thumb, crawled across her face, she remained silent.

“Could she be asleep?”

[No.]

At that moment.

With lightning speed, the Scout was caught.

The view spun wildly, and then it disappeared into the Red Mucous Membrane and White Fangs.

A crunching sound followed.

“Did it just… get eaten?”

[That’s not the biggest issue. Watch the next footage.]

The fact that the Scout had been eaten wasn’t the problem, apparently.

Kang Shin-Woo held his breath as he watched the next footage.

This footage was recorded by another Scout.

It had observed the moment the first Scout was devoured by the strange being.

“…What the hell.”

He couldn’t help but blurt out in shock.

The creature that had devoured the Scout stood up.

Its grotesquely twisting body, bulging eyes, drooling saliva, and growling breaths made it clear that this woman was far from normal.

A chilling thought crossed his mind—perhaps the reason for their downfall and Self-Sealing was this very thing.
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[The survivor we discovered in this ruin was not normal. Therefore, The Swarm halted reconnaissance and deployed a Swarm Soldier to subdue them.]

A Versatile Swarm Soldier was urgently dispatched.

Although the opponent didn’t seem to be in a normal state, this side stood at 2 meters tall and possessed strength several times that of an orc.

[The plan was to engage one-on-one to gauge their strength.]

The Swarm Soldier, having arrived before long, approached the target without a shred of hesitation.

But at that moment—

“This can’t be.”

The one who charged first was, surprisingly, the opponent.

Letting out a shriek, the enemy dashed madly across the ground. The Swarm Soldier extended its arm and seized them on the spot.

Due to the height and arm length difference, the opponent was promptly pinned down.

“Kyaaaak! Kreeek…”

However, the opponent, showing no signs of fear, thrashed wildly within the grasp, grinding their teeth and shrieking uncontrollably.

[The loss of reason resembled the cursed specters but was different. For one, there was no sensation of any peculiar power.]

The woman showed no sign of tiring and continued to struggle.

Watching her for too long made even my heart feel unsettled.

[Subduing her for analysis would provide answers. However, at that moment, an unforeseen situation occurred.]

The variable emerged then.

The woman, who had been thrashing violently, suddenly paused and bit down hard on the Swarm Soldier’s hand.

[The Swarm Soldier’s body is clad entirely in armor, and even the exposed joints are fortified with rough, tough leather to enhance defense. However, this particular attack managed to leave a faint scratch on the leather of the finger joint. Of course, under normal circumstances, such an imperceptible scratch would be meaningless.]


“What’s going on?”

[See for yourself.]

This footage was a record of an event that had already occurred.

Suddenly, the playback slowed, and the screen began to zoom in.

Closer, even closer.

The screen now displayed the finger larger than life.

It was only when the view resembled that of a microscope that I understood what was happening.

[It’s been a while since I’ve seen Cellular Warfare, but I definitely have experience. The problem is that the Swarm Soldier’s cells, optimized for energy efficiency, have most of their autonomous functions removed, leaving them defenseless.]

“This is…”

[The substance in their saliva isn’t poison. It’s countless living bacteria. The toxins emitted by these organisms weakened the Swarm Soldier’s leather and allowed those fragile teeth to scratch it.]

“Zombie!”

No matter how I looked at it, this was the kind of zombie I was familiar with.

The kind of being from fiction that bites people and causes infections.

Now, the screen displayed two types of cells.

One side consisted of normal, original cells, while the other side featured invaders.

These grotesque invaders, upon spotting healthy cells, emitted thorn-like projections that pierced and destroyed them.

[The affected cells have their functions entirely destroyed and soon become part of the invaders. The overall mechanism resembles that of cancer cells.]

The screen zoomed back out.

The Swarm Soldier’s arm swelled grotesquely and twisted unnaturally.

The invaders traveled through the bloodstream and soon dominated the entire body of the Swarm Soldier, causing degeneration.


[Interesting. Although it involves infecting other cells, it can still be considered Rapid Growth. Furthermore, even though the Swarm Soldier lacks a brain to control its body, the invaders continued their encroachment seamlessly. While it’s not yet certain, at the very least, it suggests the possibility of another ‘colony’ beyond ours.]

“Is ‘interesting’ really the right reaction? Can we handle this? The infected Swarm Soldier is now pointing its sword at us.”

[…Of course.]

The footage ended there.

What appeared next was real-time imagery.

“We can win!”

Kang Do-Yeon was seen running forward.

I clenched my fist tightly for a moment, worried that my younger sibling might be in danger.

[Do not worry. The Swarm will not put your younger sibling in jeopardy.]

“How can you be so sure? The Swarm still—”

[Because they are your younger sibling. I assure you, The Swarm has no desire to see you grieve.]

I was momentarily speechless.

During that time, Kang Do-Yeon faced the infected Swarm Soldier, raised her sword, and leapt off the ground.

[A Swarm Soldier that has left The Swarm’s embrace can only exert half its strength. These beings are designed solely to function with The Swarm’s fangs and claws.]

Kang Do-Yeon’s sword sliced the enemy in half.

Even to my eyes, the movements of the Swarm Soldier not under The Swarm’s control were abysmal.

“A sample has been secured. The question is whether it can be analyzed. If we’re not careful, it could backfire as a biological weapon.”

[Of course, we can analyze it. These unidentified bacteria may overwhelm other organisms that lack defenses, but The Swarm, capable of manipulating down to the cellular level, is likely the only civilization and species that can stand against these tiny predators that have wiped out entire entities.]

It was a bold claim. I could only trust it for now.

“I want to keep watching, but… it seems I can’t.”


[As always, any abnormalities will be reported via notification and recorded, so don’t worry.]

I had to turn off my mobile phone at that point.

Not long after lying in wait, the target appeared.

“A unit…?!”

“As you know, Shin Woo, I am currently in no position to act rashly.”

When I met Cha Jiyeon and received her request—

She made me an offer.

“Because of this, even though I’ve obtained information about the unit, I can’t act recklessly. That’s why I’ve effectively given up operating in the Republic of Korea.”

“…That’s true. There are so few Electrokinesis Users in the Republic of Korea.”

“In return, my player promised to give you this if you succeed in this request.”

She handed me something.

It was a stone fragment that looked like what I had seen when I first met her.

“What exactly is this?”

“A Mana Stone. An enchanted artifact infused with spells created directly by my player.”

She explained the concept of the Mana Stone to me.

As I listened to her explanation, one thing came to mind—the gem embedded in the Vajra that The Swarm had discovered.

A mineral containing energy engraved with intricate spells for activation.

It was an incredibly similar concept.

“Will this be useful?”

“Yes. I’ll take it. Besides, this isn’t the real prize anyway.”

I nodded.

The real goal wasn’t the reward.

It was to gain recognition and participate in the upcoming Gate Expedition.

The things I could salvage from there would undoubtedly enable The Swarm to grow rapidly.

“Then—”

“Oh, don’t worry too much.”

She seemed concerned as she narrowed her blue eyes.

Understandable. From her perspective, I probably didn’t seem to be in the best condition.

“Thank you. I’ll see you again.”

But right now, I prided myself on being colder than ever.

I had turned my younger sibling, who was on the brink of death because of me, into Part of the Swarm with my own hands.

Other matters paled in comparison.

Even if it meant killing someone.

After all, whether it was a unit or a player, once they joined this app, they had entered the wild.

Kill or be killed—that’s the law of the ecosystem.

If I don’t kill, I’ll be the one to fall.

“Hey, it’s me. I’m heading in now.”

Returning to the present, my target passed by me while talking on a mobile phone.

He looked like an ordinary, large-built man.

But according to the information Cha Jiyeon provided, he was a unit following the orders of a player.

I drank the potion I had pre-filled into a drink bottle.

[He has now begun his mission. Solely for you.]

“…Lies. He doesn’t even know about me.”

[Why didn’t you reveal your existence to him?]

Why?

It tilted its head slightly.

The encounter and connection with him were the very things it had yearned and longed for the moment it became aware of his existence.

Yet now, having gained the means to achieve that, it hesitated.

“God… What is a god? A god is…”

Kang Do-Yeon had even taught it the concept of a god.

Of course, it was a somewhat verbose explanation, reflecting the knowledge level of an average high school girl, but the core idea was there.

And The Swarm came to a conclusion.

[Is he not a god? If not, then what exactly is he to you?]

“Who knows.”

The Swarm frowned behind its mask.

It was one of the methods of expressing emotion that it had learned from Kang Do-Yeon.

Who exactly was he?

He wasn’t a god. Though he was referred to as a parent, he wasn’t truly one.

A Player? A Unit?

He was certainly a Unit belonging to the system, but such a designation was of no significance to The Swarm.

“One.”

Placing its hand on its chest, it murmured softly.

Through a single Connection, their souls were intertwined.

They could share each other’s emotions. The more the Connection developed, the more vividly it could sense.

From the time it was a mere cell, he had been involved with it.

The entire Nest, including itself, throbbed with anticipation.

“We are one.”

[…The Sample has arrived at the Nest. It’s time for Disassembly Analysis of the new Enemy.]

Nothing was certain yet.

The Swarm concluded its thoughts and redirected its focus elsewhere.

The corpse Kang Do-Yeon had brought back in pieces.

Traces of the Enemy’s information remained on the corpse.

[There’s a risk that they could infect the Nest in reverse, but that would only happen if we were to lose the war.]

The Swarm began digestion as it always did.

From the corpse sealed within the Flesh Wall of the Nest, still-living bacteria identified the new cells as prey and lunged at them.

To infect and propagate their kind.

But this time, the opponent was entirely different from anything encountered before.

[Against the ones protruding thorns, allied cells reinforced their cell walls and swarmed with tentacles and claws.]

In the end, it was the same as the wars fought until now.

The Swarm steadily killed and disassembled the Enemies.

Faster and stronger than the rate of Infection.
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[The analysis of their genes has been successfully completed. Now that we have identified all the processes of their infection-based attacks, their assaults will no longer work against us.]

Throughout the war, the Swarm simultaneously analyzed these tiny bacteria.

The completion of the analysis meant one thing: everything about them had been uncovered.

Now that all their moves were known, their attacks were rendered ineffective.

[Proliferation Infection Extermination Spore: 6N1523]

[As a result of this battle, the Swarm has acquired a new cell-level strategic tactic: a toxin capable of attacking and infecting other cells.]

“Are you thinking of bacterial warfare? Like… zombies?”

“Interesting. But inefficient. Of course, it can always be used as a trump card.”

Kang Do-Yeon cautiously asked the question, but the Swarm, having already calculated everything, deemed the infection ability not particularly advantageous.

The tactic of infecting and devouring enemy cells to multiply their numbers was undoubtedly powerful.

[However, as cell-level manipulation increases, the burden on the Collective Consciousness grows. The analysis revealed that they do indeed form colonies, but there is no detectable connection with the outside. This is why such a method works for them.]

“So, they’re essentially independent, small-scale colonies.”

Kang Do-Yeon placed a hand on her chest.

The Collective Consciousness of the Swarm was unique.

Without any special means, it could maintain its connection even over vast distances.

The Swarm itself did not fully understand the detailed principle behind it, but there was a clue for speculation.

The Soul String that transcends the walls of the world, linking the Player and the units.

The Collective Consciousness of the Swarm was similar to that.

This was why it had been impacted by the spiritual attacks of the Guardian Spirit.


“Then the Assassination Authority. Since we are many yet one, wouldn’t we all die simultaneously if targeted by it?”

“If the Assassination Authority severs the connection of a specific entity, it would ultimately have no impact on the Swarm.”

The concept of being many yet one ultimately relied on their connections.

If the connection was severed, they were essentially strangers.

Moreover, the Collective Consciousness of the Swarm possessed a spiritual aspect.

The Swarm judged that when the Assassination Authority was used, the target’s breath would cease, and its connection would disappear first, ensuring no issues for the other entities.

Recalling the existence of the Assassination Authority, a systemic reward that kills the enemy without question, Kang Do-Yeon flinched but then sighed in relief.

“The bodies of the Swarm Soldiers have been modified to be immune to their attacks.”

“Then…”

“Lead the Swarm Soldiers and continue to conquer the upper strata.”

The Swarm issued another command to Kang Do-Yeon.

It was something she had naturally done up until now.

Having learned about the enemy and prepared for them, there was no reason to hesitate.

“Got it.”

Kang Do-Yeon, in truth, had no choice in the matter.

After replenishing her nutrients, she immediately had to head upward again.

“By the way, why don’t you tell my brother about this?”

Just before leaving, she posed one last question to the Swarm.

When Shin Woo was watching, she was ordered not to show any signs, so she hadn’t even been able to reveal that the Swarm had acquired language.

“I am incomplete.”


The Swarm nodded as if it were the most natural thing.

“I cannot show him this side of me.”

“…What exactly do you think of my brother? He’s just an ordinary… Ugh.”

“Shut. Up.”

Kang Do-Yeon’s mouth closed involuntarily.

The atmosphere around her turned hostile in an instant.

The entire Swarm shook violently.

“To me, he is not. You don’t know. If you find out, that adorable brain of yours will burn to ashes.”

“Ugh…”

The red light glimmering from the eyeholes of the approaching mask left Kang Do-Yeon sweating inwardly.

Although the Swarm’s young ego was growing based on the human knowledge she had provided, its growth was unfolding in ways she had never anticipated or could intervene in.

‘It’ll be fine… right?’

In the end, she said nothing and turned away.

Because of this, she had no idea what values and beliefs the Swarm used as the basis for its thoughts and actions.

Since establishing its ego, the Swarm had surprisingly started acting aggressively, completely dominating her.

“Ah.”

“This is.”

At that moment, however, everyone felt it.

The powerful surge of emotion transmitted through the Soul String.

It was what the being on the other side of this connection was feeling.


[He has made a decision and is finally moving. Are you asking if there’s a way to watch? There isn’t. If you want to know, figure it out yourself.]

But beyond that, there was no way to know.

All that resonated in the Swarm’s mind was the voice that had always been heard.

*

Moonlight Fury.

Under the moonlight, one could attain the formidable Power of the Wolf.

And now, the Full Moon shone brightly in the night sky.

“You’ve arrived, brother.”

“Yeah. There’s still not much progress. Honestly, isn’t it about time we dealt with that woman, Cha Jiyeon? She is confirmed to be a Unit, right?”

“But, but she’s an S-Rank Hunter, isn’t she?”

In a building on the outskirts of the city, used as a hideout, two men were conversing.

Like their other comrades, the two were ordinary members of society with regular jobs.

However, their fates had drastically changed not too long ago.

They had gained power.

In times of chaos like these, having even a semblance of power was a significant advantage.

“That’s why we need to keep increasing our numbers for now.”

“Those Suit-Wearing Guys are probably Units too, right? Looks like the real fight is starting.”

They had also gained knowledge.

While other civilians trembled in fear, muttering about the apocalypse and the end times, they were well aware of what was happening in the world.

After all, they were directly involved.

This was why they were moving covertly, focusing all their attention on the changes in the world.

“…Sniff.”

As he absentmindedly sat in a chair and pulled out a cup of instant noodles, he sniffed the air.

His comrade next to him did the same.

“Brother? This smell…”

“A dog’s scent. Get down!”

In an instant, his eyes snapped open as he threw himself to the ground.

His comrade followed suit.

The glass window shattered with a crash, and a massive figure with silvery fur burst through.

“A wolf!”

He scrambled to his feet in panic.

The enormous wolf, hunched and standing on two legs, bared its teeth and growled.

A sudden battle erupted right then and there.

They had the power to resist.

And their power grew stronger at night.

“You bastard…!”

With a kick to the ground, scales began emerging from his body, and he revealed his Protruding Fangs as he charged at the wolf.

However, the wolf was hiding something.

Obsidian-like, something black and gleaming.

“What?”

It swung, slashing his body deeply and spraying blood.

The Wolf, without hesitation, struck him again, sending him flying into the wall.

“Ha…”

The blood that had been boiling hot began to cool down.

They seemed like ordinary people, but their true nature was far from ordinary.

I looked at the sword in my hand.

It was the first sacrifice given to me by The Swarm.

Blood was dripping from it.

This was unexpectedly a gamble.

I charged in, relying solely on an ambush, without knowing the enemy’s skill or my own.

Moreover, if the Player had used the Assassination Authority against me…

But it wasn’t without any basis.

The opponent’s movements were too relaxed, so the probability of the Player watching seemed low.

Still, a gamble was a gamble.

[It wasn’t rational. If it had been The Swarm, it wouldn’t have made this choice.]

“What does that matter? What’s important is that I succeeded.”

Before the transformation wore off, I quickly hid my body.

I headed to the place where I had left my clothes, swiftly got dressed, and grabbed my mobile phone.

It was a shame I couldn’t photograph their corpses.

But exposing myself, even by a slim chance, didn’t seem like a wise decision.

After all, they were monsters too.

Before their bodies could be leaked to the outside, they would take care of it themselves.

“Were they monsters from the beginning, or did they become monsters after becoming Units? The former would be quite horrifying.”

[The world is full of secrets. Don’t assume your common sense is universal.]

“…This is driving me insane.”

I had thought they belonged to the same category of Earthlings, but that might not be the case.

Were they monsters even without the app?

Or were they people like me, grouped together due to shared traits?

As always, that guy didn’t give a clear answer.

[Look at the screen. The Swarm that finished the analysis is advancing with irresistible momentum.]

“There are so many… Did we wake those dormant things?”

On the way home after completing the mission.

I had told my mother, who was resting at home after being shocked by the presumed death of my younger sibling, that I was meeting a friend. Naturally, even in this moment, I was staring at my mobile phone.

Just as I had fought, The Swarm was also engaged in battle.

Their opponents were the infected entities of the Destruction Fungus, gathering while emitting eerie shrieks.

However, the Swarm Soldiers had already gained immunity to them.

Led by Kang Do-Yeon at the forefront, the Swarm Soldiers mercilessly slaughtered the infected entities.

[The infected entities of the Destruction Fungus lose their combat effectiveness the moment they lose their infection capability. Moreover, they are not cursed corpses but living creatures. In other words, food. They can be digested and converted into energy.]

Perhaps they were communicating amongst themselves, as the shrieking infected entities triggered more to pour down from the upper stratum. But their numbers were not insignificant either.

[Once rulers who drove a species to destruction, but nothing lasts forever.]

“One species… It doesn’t seem like it’s just one.”

I chuckled bitterly as I watched the screen.

The passage trembled as the narrow entrance, from which the infected entities were pouring out, shattered. Something massive dragged its huge body and burst out.

Its overall appearance resembled a cow.

But having been infected by the Destruction Fungus, its swollen and ragged form was grotesque.

“That’s big.”

Its size was enormous.

When compared to Kang Do-Yeon, who stood at 170 cm, the difference was striking.

It seemed to be at least the size of a dump truck.
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[With the current firepower of the swarm, dealing with the massive enemy would take too long. The swarm decided to immediately use the new weapon they had acquired.]

The new weapon was none other than infection.

The artillery-type soldiers began launching poisonous thorns, bombarding the massive giant cow.

Dozens of thorns pierced the skin of the creature, which had been crushing and smashing swarm soldiers with its overwhelming mass.

[The thorns weren’t coated with acidic poison this time, but rather a modified version of another swarm soldier: the bacteria-type swarm soldier.]

It took no time to produce soldiers on a cellular level.

The giant cow staggered and let out a sorrowful wail.

Kang Do-Yeon and the swarm soldiers slowly stepped back.

[A large number of bacteria were introduced at once, and the spread was rapid.]

“…It’s effective.”

The giant cow’s body, writhing in agony, began to burst open, tumors and chunks of flesh swelling grotesquely before falling off with a sickening thud.

Even destruction fungus, which had been transformed into a swarm soldier, was now displaying black pigments.

As a result, the mutated cow, now covered in what looked like black veins resembling the roots of a tree, let out a deafening roar.

“Grooooar!”

It turned its massive head in the opposite direction.

The enemies had no way to handle the enormous body that had been crushing the swarm soldiers.

“Let’s go!”

Using the cow to clear the way, Kang Do-Yeon led the swarm soldiers into another charge.

Scouts could be seen cutting through the air, swiftly advancing toward the next stratum.


[Indeed, one could understand why they had blocked the entrance and made the decision to end themselves with their own hands.]

“…Does that thing even have an end?”

[Whether it ends or not doesn’t matter. Destruction fungus would have thrived, with its tireless body, overwhelming numbers, and unrelenting ferocity.]

The endless sight of infected entities on the screen left me horrified, but the swarm showed no sign of hesitation.

[But what are we inferior to them in? Tirelessness? Fearlessness? Numbers? In all these aspects, we surpass them.]

The swarm unleashed the energy it had accumulated by devouring the lower strata vegetation.

Before my eyes, tens of thousands of swarm army units were being produced in real-time throughout the nest.

[Their corpses are our food. The vegetation reappearing before us is our food. While they only consumed living animals, we consume everything alive, including them.]

The swarm soldiers, pushing their way up from the 37th layer, began engaging the entities flooding in from the 38th stratum.

Monsters of various kinds charged forward with shrieks.

In response, the eerie silence of the black wave engulfed them.

The battlefield, illuminated by the glow of luminous stones, turned into a war involving thousands within the expansive cavern.

I lost track of time, watching the ceaseless battle unfold.

This was not a fight that would end easily.

It was an exhausting war of attrition, one that would last days or even weeks until one side was completely overpowered.

“…I’m back.”

Late at night.

Even on the way home, I had kept my eyes glued to the screen.

The house was quiet.

My mother was there, but she was sitting absentmindedly, staring at a picture of my younger sibling.


There was nothing I could do for her now.

If I told her about the app or the game, it would only increase her worry.

In the end, my younger sibling had turned into a monster, leading other monsters, endlessly fighting.

“…”

I silently apologized to her and entered my room.

It wasn’t just about my sibling anymore—now, I had to make a move.

No, I already had.

“Yes, Cha Jiyeon. I succeeded.”

I contacted Cha Jiyeon.

I had decided to join her now.

If I, the player, remained here, my mother would also be in danger.

“Pack your things and come to the safe house.”

Cha Jiyeon instructed me to come to the safe house she often used.

I silently packed my belongings.

I had already told my mother. She thought I was going on a school-related trip.

[The swarm intends to offer you a sacrifice.]

“W-What?”

[The uneasiness you feel right now—the swarm has noticed it.]

But then, out of nowhere, a voice rang out from my mobile phone.

“What the… No, wait, I haven’t even given them a gift yet!”


[There’s no rule that says you have to give something first.]

Soon, accompanied by a cluster of light, something appeared before me.

I stared blankly as I accepted it.

“This… Is this what I think it is?”

[It’s a device that can launch poisonous thorns by triggering an internal gas explosion.]

Once again, the swarm had delivered a useful item to me.

Even to such an incompetent player as myself.

[Incompetent? No, you need to change your mindset. In an ecosystem, survival is the only thing that matters, especially for a player. Compared to those who have already fallen, you’ve done more than enough.]

“But compared to Cha Jiyeon’s player, I’m useless.”

[Whether that’s true or not will be revealed when this game ends.]

Will this game even have an end?

I didn’t bother to say anything more.

The only solace I had was that the swarm didn’t seem to think poorly of me.

“I should give them something too.”

I pulled out the last of the glucose candies I had bought online and piled up.

The food provision function was designed for the very early stages, so for the now-massive swarm, this probably wouldn’t even make a dent.

I just hoped they’d understand my feelings.

While I was at it, I also bought bread for my younger sibling and took a picture of it.

[Don’t rush. He will soon send you something in return.]

In the deepest part of the nest, where bestowed items appeared, the swarm positioned its body and waited.

Before long, accompanied by a cluster of light, something appeared.

The swarm picked it up with trembling hands.

It was nothing more than the simple candy they had been consuming all this time.

But now, its meaning was different.

“It carries his feelings.”

The mask’s lower half slid away, revealing red lips and a small mouth.

The swarm placed the entire candy, wrapper and all, into its mouth and crunched it.

“This… Is tasty, isn’t it?”

[…]

Even though the swarm chewed through the paper wrapper along with the candy, it smiled faintly at the sweet taste it experienced for the first time.

Sitting there, it devoured all the candies.

Of course, lacking a digestive system, it had to expel the contents into the nest, but the swarm willingly endured the inefficiency to eat it directly.

[The bread is meant to be given to Kang Do-Yeon.]

“…I know.”

What remained was the bread wrapper.

But the swarm held it and stared at it blankly.

A strange feeling caused its brow to furrow.

[Do you intend to eat that too?]

“Kang Do-Yeon is also a part of me. If I eat it, she eats it too.”

The Swarm ultimately did not hand the bread over to Kang Do-Yeon.

It wasn’t because of greed.

After all, Kang Do-Yeon could only chew and taste with her mouth but would have to vomit it all out without digesting any of it.

“It’s delicious.”

The bread began to disappear into the mouth.

With its softness and sweetness, the Swarm learned yet another emotion.

“If only it were given just for me.”

The bread wasn’t meant for the Swarm.

Of course, it was clear that he had also provided something for the Swarm.

However, the Swarm wanted to monopolize it all.

Completely, as its own.

In the end, the Swarm crammed the last piece of bread into its mouth.

It wasn’t difficult.

After all, Kang Do-Yeon was just a part of itself.

[Even now, the war against the infected entities is raging. And here you are, diverting your consciousness to eat bread.]

“No problem.”

The Swarm could hear, see, and think all at once.

Moreover, with Kang Do-Yeon, the Submind with a brain, present on the scene, there was no issue with maintaining control.

If any deficiencies arose, the Swarm could simply borrow Kang Do-Yeon’s brain.

A fierce battlefield.

For hours, the endless onslaught of infected entities clashed with the ceaseless reinforcements of the Swarm Soldiers in this place.

[Though they keep flooding in, we’ve already occupied half of this cavern. The energy gained from killing and absorbing them is sufficient to break even.]

The Swarm rapidly transported the killed corpses back to the nest, immediately absorbing them as energy.

In the process, the Swarm even developed a method to restore cells that had mutated and degenerated due to the Destruction Fungus.

[Moonlight Fairy: 1k2232]

[Great Cavern Buffalo: 3j5569]

With that power, it became possible to restore and analyze the genes of the infected entities.

And the genes analyzed in this way became the Swarm’s strength.

“Fairy.”

The Swarm remembered the explanation Kang Do-Yeon had given about fairies and elves.

Of course, she had only explained based on the creative works she had seen, but the Swarm, analyzing the genes, discovered a few intriguing aspects.

[It hasn’t been long since it was infected. Perhaps surviving individuals might still exist somewhere in this labyrinth.]

“The value is sufficient.”

The moment the Swarm saw the possibility, it immediately made a decision.

The situation was somewhat different from the past.

Previously, it was all about devouring and conducting disassembly analysis, but now it had obtained more diverse ways to gather information.

The Swarm’s Scouts began flying over the heads of the rampaging infected entities, dispersing into various passages.

Here and there, everywhere, there were only entities infected by the Destruction Fungus.

All living animals had already fallen victim, but soon a Scout ascending to the upper stratum discovered a trace.

[A scar formed relatively recently… This was undoubtedly evidence of a battle. It served as proof supporting the possibility of survivors.]

Scratches and bloodstains scattered across the walls and floor didn’t appear to be the work of infected entities, which did not attack one another.
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[The Player said, the Sky Incantation that utilizes soul and mana requires a stronger soul and more resolute determination than anyone else.]

“…Ugh.”

A bead of sweat trickled down her forehead.

Cha Jiyeon, who was wearing only a tank top, was surrounded by a blue light that illuminated her entire body.

[You undoubtedly possess an exceptional soul and mental fortitude. That is why you were chosen.]

The blue mark that was etched on her pale back like a tattoo was slowly spreading over her shoulder and creeping down one of her arms.

This was the method she had inherited from her Player, a way to maximize her special ability.

By combining curses and special abilities through the [Status Window], her species of Step-Up Hunters had found a way to enhance their powers.

Among them, she was particularly gifted.

She had displayed combat abilities that went beyond what she had been taught.

[That is why the Player has taken an interest in him as well.]

“But he belongs to another Player.”

[What does it matter? He is not our enemy, after all.]

Her Player was always cold and calculating.

To her Player, she was nothing more than a piece on a chessboard.

However, if a pawn was deemed necessary and useful, her Player had no hesitation in making bold investments.

“Then… you’re really going to teach him the Sky Incantation?”

[Yes. The Player has judged that he possesses a formidable soul. Such a presence is something a mere human could never possess. It is the soul of a rare hero.]

The Player’s tone was resolute.


Cha Jiyeon slowly opened her eyes.

Her faintly glowing blue eyes stared at him, who stood flustered at the entrance.

“Are you… alright?”

Shin Woo, who had been casually seated in the living room in his light attire, flinched under her glowing gaze.

“Huff…”

“It’s true.”

He barely managed to keep himself from spitting out the coffee he had just started drinking.

After coming home unaware and witnessing her mysterious training, he had barely calmed down enough to sip his coffee—only to be hit with shocking news.

“My Player said Shin Woo possesses a very strong soul.”

“That’s… hard to believe.”

He scratched his head. Strong? Him?

It was a word that didn’t suit him at all.

But in that moment, something flashed through his mind.

He wasn’t truly alone.

The Soul String.

The connection between him and the Swarm was said to be special.

Perhaps the powerful soul her Player had seen in him was not his own, but that of the Swarm connected to him through that single String.

If that was the case, then it made sense. The soul of the Swarm would indeed be formidable.

“Anyway, to handle mana stones, you need to learn this.”

She placed a glowing red mana stone on her palm.


It was the same one she had used when searching for the Player, Oh Yoon-Ah.

“From the way you’re talking, it sounds pretty impressive. Does that mean I can’t learn it?”

For now, there was no issue.

Another Player, Park Jun-Seok, was also here.

When she pocketed the stone and turned away, he swallowed nervously.

He had prepared an excuse for any unforeseen situation, but luckily, it seemed he had narrowly avoided trouble this time.

“Your thoughts?”

“Of course, I’ll learn it.”

He controlled his expression and took the blue stone she offered.

He accepted her proposal as well.

If he could learn it, the Swarm could learn it too.

This was an opportunity to teach the Swarm a new skill.

And at the same time, it was a chance for him to become stronger.

“But I have no intention of being bound by any restrictions.”

“…I thought so.”

He firmly drew the line, and though he felt a bit sorry for her, he did not waver.

Cha Jiyeon gave a bitter smile and nodded.

It seemed the Opposing Player had granted permission.

Impressive, really. Granting power to someone who wasn’t even their Unit.

“But I’m not even a Hunter. Can I really learn this?”


“I also combine it with my special ability. The curses and Heavenly Soul Technique were something I learned separately.”

She began the lesson immediately.

Opportunities only have meaning when seized. He had always tried to keep that saying in mind, so he listened as attentively as possible.

This wasn’t just for himself.

If he survived, the Swarm would survive.

“Ahem, I’ll leave you to it.”

Park Jun-Seok, who had become an onlooker, cleared his throat and retreated to his room.

Left alone in the living room with Cha Jiyeon, Shin Woo sat facing her.

…Now that he was looking at her like this, he found it hard to know where to direct his gaze.

“Learn well. Become stronger. And make sure you survive on that day.”

When she spoke with such genuine sincerity, he couldn’t help but meet her eyes.

*

“You’re sure he’s not watching?”

[Yes. And right now, he’s busy. The Heavenly Soul Technique is said to be a type of curse practiced by a special caste called Karkos, who live in a world called Sehansha.]

“They speak of souls and minds in grandiose terms, but at its core, it’s a powerful form of psionic energy that amplifies mental waves, essentially brainwaves.”

The Swarm, confirming that Shin Woo wasn’t looking at his mobile phone, reclined in a chair modified from a flesh wall and focused all its attention.

Its target was, of course, the otherworldly curse Shin Woo was learning through Cha Jiyeon.

The Swarm was deploying its transcendent computing power to absorb all the teachings in real time, like a sponge soaking up water.

“Not bad.”

Having grasped the true essence of the Heavenly Soul Technique in an instant, the Swarm swung its legs idly.

From what it had analyzed, the Heavenly Soul Technique was highly compatible with the Swarm.

After all, the condition of maximizing mental strength through spiritual energy was an easy feat for a being like the Swarm, which could freely manipulate a cavern-sized brain.

[You’ve found a way to grow stronger. This is precisely the voracious appetite for knowledge you sought.]

“Exactly. It’s not enough to strengthen the body alone.”

The Swarm’s lips curled into a smile.

It had become somewhat accustomed to smiling now.

But soon, it drew its lips back down and hardened its expression.

“Then why, now, does my chest, my emotions feel like they’re racing?”

The Swarm began to analyze the phenomenon.

The emotional stimulus was, of course, caused by the String.

It was something it had grown familiar with, but what unsettled the Swarm was its content.

It was something it had learned more deeply from Kang Do-Yeon.

[Wasn’t his happiness your ultimate goal?]

“That’s true, but something feels off.”

It wanted him to be comfortable and happy.

But it wanted that happiness to come solely from itself.

In the past, it had believed that winning wars and growing stronger would surely make him happy.

This was a feeling it had never considered before.

[…There’s been a clash on the 39th Stratum.]

Feed them.

In the 39th Stratum, targets were detected by the Swarm.

The entire Swarm focused its attention there.

If the opponent were to notice, they might feel an inexplicable sense of indignant anger.

“What the hell is this?”

The 39th Stratum.

The Swarm had finally pushed back the infected entities with sheer force.

At the battlefront connecting from the 38th Stratum, Kang Do-Yeon, who was commanding the Swarm Soldiers, furrowed her brows.

Her chest tingled strangely, and her blood felt hot.

For her, as a human, it was a familiar emotion—anger.

Being part of the Swarm, she could also feel the faint anger resonating throughout the entire Swarm.

“Kyaaaa… Screech!”

One Moonlight Fairy Infected Entity lunging at her was torn limb from limb by the foreleg of a nearby Assault-Type Swarm Soldier.

Even in that strike, there was a peculiar emotion imbued.

Anger was power.

The Swarm had already mastered the use of emotions in combat.

“Again. These traces—this is definitely a survivor.”

Kang Do-Yeon analyzed a corpse brought by a Swarm Soldier.

It was the corpse of an infected entity with an arrow lodged in its back.

The corpse belonged to a Red-Carapaced Cave Centipede with a hardened carapace.

The arrow embedded in it was quite well-crafted.

Her gaze turned toward a passage extending into a corner.

The 39th Stratum was part of the Trunk Layer.

The Trunk Layer was connected to anywhere from one to as many as six Grand Strata.

This labyrinth grew larger as one ascended, resembling an inverted tree with its trunk expanding upward.

The Grand Strata, comparable to branches, were as vast as the lower Trunk Layers.

In other words, anything could be living here.

“A reconnaissance—however, for swift reconnaissance, we’ll conduct a large-scale reconnaissance.”

Kang Do-Yeon received the command of the Swarm.

Until now, the Swarm’s reconnaissance had always been carried out by the smallest scout units, based on bees, to facilitate stealth and concealment.

But in this situation, stealth and concealment were meaningless.

Thus, flying species with high mobility and Assault-Type Swarm Soldiers, based on beasts, began rushing out and spreading through the various passages.

“Ugh.”

She frowned as the flood of information poured into her brain like a waterfall.

The Swarm filtered the information first, and to expedite analysis, it even borrowed her brain—nothing more than a cat’s paw compared to the Main Brain—for computation.

“More traces have been found. Numerous. And there seems to be a deliberately cleared path.”

Through large-scale reconnaissance, the Swarm quickly uncovered the traces.

Within the Swarm’s vision, a stone wall subtly moved and slid shut with a faint motion.

There was something behind it, that much was certain.

“A wall too thick and heavy. The passage is too narrow to move large Swarm Soldiers easily.”

The Swarm concluded that the stone wall must be destroyed.

The problem was how to accomplish that.

And just then, a flying species darted through mid-air toward Kang Do-Yeon, holding a blue luminescent ore in its jaws.

“Use this.”

She accepted it with a conflicted expression.

Faced with the impasse, the Swarm had reached an immediate conclusion.

What had been given to her was the blue luminescent ore embedded in the Vajra of the Moonlight Fairy Great Chief.
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Kang Do-Yeon, who had paused her actions for a moment, held the ore in her hand.
She could feel the subtle energy dormant within it, accompanied by a tingling sensation.
[Now we know how to utilize the energy embedded within it. It is not perfect. It is not optimized. But it was possible to replicate that explosive power.]
“Ugh…”
She gripped the ore tightly.
At the same time, her hand and arm began to transform.
The bodily transformation was something only she, a special being whose entire body was composed of omnipotent cells, could achieve.
She endured the grotesque sensation of parts of her body twisting and rearranging by biting her lips.
[The Moonlight Fairy we succeeded in analyzing. Some of their bodies possessed an additional vein designed to handle mysterious powers.]
‘That moment.’
A memory flashed in Kang Do-Yeon’s mind of the particularly strong Wraith she had fought one-on-one, having maximized her sensory organs.
The image of it cutting down a massive Assault-Type Legion Soldier with a single stroke of its faintly glowing sword.
[The Spirit Power referenced by the Heavenly Soul Technique is also similar to that. Therefore, The Legion determined that combining the two for practical application was not impossible.]
The Legion did not accept the Heavenly Soul Technique as it was.
They continuously sought more efficient and effective methods.
The conclusion they reached was precisely this.
Kang Do-Yeon blankly stared at the ore that was now embedded in more than half of her forearm.
A new vein, modeled after the body of the Moonlight Fairy, spread out from the ore embedded in her arm.
[Our soul may be powerful, but it is singular. Sharing it with the countless Legion Soldiers, who are like claws and teeth, diminishes its power and effectiveness, making it difficult to deliver a decisive blow using the Heavenly Soul Technique. As a substitute, this was devised—to use the ore that already contains power.]
The master of the Heavenly Soul Technique, who took great pride in it, would be enraged upon hearing this, but for The Legion, the Heavenly Soul Technique served only as a supplementary tool to fully control the power contained within the ore.
Kang Do-Yeon slowly raised her arm, where the ore was embedded.
The power dormant within the ore awakened and began to erupt explosively.
[This was recorded in history. Although its beginnings were modest and incomplete, this marked the first moment The Legion utilized Formative Power, a higher level of power that twisted reality in their own unique way.]
A transcendental power that others labeled with terms like mana, magic, spirit power, or divine power—a power that manifested through one’s conviction and will.
That power, which was not something anyone could wield, exploded and surged from Kang Do-Yeon’s arm.
“Ah, ahhh…!”
Kang Do-Yeon screamed in shock as the massive Blue Flash erupted.
The unleashed Blue Flash soon became a thick light beam, and when it directly struck the stone wall ahead, it turned into a fiery explosion.
Kang Do-Yeon was flung backward, coughing up blood.
Even the sturdy body of a Legion Soldier could not withstand the recoil.
One of her arms was completely burnt and crumbled away, and a Legion Soldier caught her as she was thrown back.
“Power adjustment is necessary.”
The Legion, who had been observing the entire process, muttered with interest and immediately deployed the waiting Legion Soldiers.
Reconnaissance was unnecessary.
No, it was pointless.
Whatever lived inside, they would kill and devour everything anyway.
The Black Wave surged forward, flooding into the space with ferocity.
Through the eyes of the Soldiers, The Legion observed who exactly was inside.
At the very least, if they had survived the Destruction Fungus Infected Entities, it meant they were capable.
Which also implied that there would be much to gain by devouring them.
The Legion smacked their lips.
It was an expression they had learned and imitated over time.
*
“Have they retreated for now?”
“…It’s quiet.”
“They never make a sound. Not when they fight, not when they pursue, not even when they die.”
In the middle of the bustling square, filled with worried faces, a man with a pale, stricken expression muttered in a trembling voice.
His voice was filled with fear.
The tips of his pointed ears quivered.
His current state, starkly contrasting with the bravery he usually displayed as a member of the Search Squad, caused the crowd to grow even more restless.
“Where on earth did they come from?”
Someone among the people murmured in a grim voice.
But no one could provide an answer.
They had spent countless years struggling to survive against the Destruction Fungus Infected Entities that had overrun the outside world.
The Destruction Fungus, which infected all living animals, had reigned as the overlord of this labyrinth.
Having fought and fled from them, they knew all too well.
“It was unbelievable. Seeing them wage war against thousands—no, perhaps tens of thousands—of infected entities. We optimistically thought we might finally escape from the infected entities, but that wasn’t the case.”
The man clutched his head in despair.
Although their identity was unclear, the sudden sharp decline in the number of infected entities in the area due to the appearance of the Mysterious Faction made them hope for an ‘enemy of my enemy’ scenario.
But that was a dangerously naive thought.
The new predator that had driven out the long-standing predator was overwhelmingly terrifying, even more so.
“Do not worry too much, Felix.”
“Narian…”
At that moment, the crowd parted, and a woman appeared.
She was a noblewoman who had inherited the position of leader of this group.
Felix, as he was called, relaxed his expression slightly upon seeing her.
“Rather, this is an opportunity. An opportunity to escape the long-standing oppression that has weighed on us since the time of our ancestors.”
“I…”
“If we utilize this chance well, there will be hope for us too.”
She placed a hand on Felix’s trembling shoulder.
He faintly smiled.
Hope. Indeed, they still had hope.
“Most importantly, we are not alone.”
“That’s true.”
Narian turned her body around.
Felix and the other residents also turned their gazes to look behind them.
In the large cavern that had long served as their home, their hope was growing.
“Our ancestors have not abandoned us and have sent us a benefactor called the Player. Thanks to their grace, we were able to nurture the Sacred Tree again.”
She gazed at the sapling that was just beginning to grow.
It looked like an ordinary sapling, but the stakes embedded around it were special.
The stakes were bestowed items, enabling them to replant the ancestors’ legacy, which they had been unable to restore.
“With the power of the Sacred Tree, we will survive.”
She murmured, looking down at her hand, which glowed faintly with light emanating from the engraved mark.
The Sacred Tree was a unique tree connected to her species.
It was also a means to recover their lost power and revive their species.
“I’ve been overthinking. It’s enough. We can do this.”
Felix reassured his comrades and the people.
He pushed aside his negative thoughts.
‘In the end, all that remains is to fight.’
To survive, they had to fight.
Whether it was the terrifying infected entities that had destroyed the world long ago or the new, enigmatic monsters.
They would continue fighting.
But for now, the situation was better than ever.
Not long ago, they had gained the help of a powerful presence.
“Felix, here, take this.”
“Thank you, Nia.”
He smiled as he patted the head of the kid who had brought him a drink.
“You are our future. By the time you grow up, the Sacred Tree will have grown large, and we will surely be able to go outside.”
“I will join the Search Squad too.”
“No. When the time comes, you will become a true Warrior. When we leave this place, and when we leave this Labyrinth to reclaim the glory of the past.”
“Then I will become the strongest Warrior.”
The child declared with a determined expression to become a strong Warrior.
He was satisfied with that.
There were many excellent individuals to follow in his footsteps, so he thought it was enough to pave the way for them.
“…!”
“Uwaaahh!”
However, at that moment.
With a massive Explosion, the thick Stone Gate, which had been heavily guarded, shattered and scattered Shards in all directions.
“This, this can’t be…”
Felix, who had thrown himself to the ground while shielding the child in his arms, turned pale.
That thick Stone Gate was one of the defensive mechanisms imbued with the wisdom of the Ancestors.
Until now, no Infected Entity had ever been able to breach that thick Stone Wall, but it was destroyed in a single blow.
Through the dense dust, countless Red Glows, too many to count, shone brightly.
“Ev-everyone, grab your weapons!! It’s the Enemy!!”
At someone’s piercing scream, he instinctively got up and drew the Sword from his waist.
[Sacred Tree, and the unknown Fairy Spirit from another world.]
In this moment that felt as if time had stopped.
Clenching his teeth, he charged forward for the sake of what he wanted to protect.
His ears, dulled by the Explosion, could only hear the deafening sound of his own heart pounding and his labored breaths. Right before the collision, he locked eyes with Narian, who had leapt out in alarm from behind.
“Die, beast!”
As the Massive Black Beast with six Red Glows shining through the gaps in its Carapace charged at him, he swung his glowing Sword from the Mark engraved on his body.
The Sword met strong resistance as it crushed through the Carapace and dug into the flesh.
The muscles of the Legion Soldier were not only tough but sticky, yet he managed to slash through them with sheer force.
In the end, Felix succeeded in defeating the Enemy with his first strike.
“Ah…”
However, this was merely the signal marking the beginning of the struggle.
Together with his other comrades, who shouted battle cries as they rushed forward, he had to stand against the endless invasion of the Legion.
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‘What on earth.’
Screams and loud shouts continued to echo.
‘How long.’
The scorching heat of the battlefield showed no signs of subsiding as explosions erupted endlessly.
However, in this war where two groups fought to claim each other’s lives, it was clear that the screams and shouts came from only one side.
“What on earth are you all!”
Felix, drenched in cold sweat, finally couldn’t hold back and shouted.
There wasn’t even the usual wailing.
Even when their throats were cut or their bodies pierced, it was the same.
This Silent Legion continued to attack without the slightest hesitation or sound, and Felix and his kin, who began to feel fear at their machine-like behavior, started to gradually retreat.
‘We must not lose. There is no retreat. If we falter here, it is our defeat.’
But he soon composed himself.
He hadn’t endured and sought hope all this time just to die here after being driven back.
“Narian!”
An arrow grazed his face and pierced through the body of an enemy.
Seeing her aiming her strong bow with the mark on her body glowing, he gritted his teeth.
“We will never retreat!”
At his cry, his kin also desperately steadied their wavering spirits.
The determination and resolve to overcome fear and anxiety allowed them to unite.
Their Player also aided them.
Bestowed Items were poured out as soon as they became available.
Even the inexperienced ones grabbed those items and shot arrows in resistance.
‘This is a struggle in which we stake everything.’
Felix, who decapitated an enemy with a single stroke, suddenly laughed.
Though the situation was critical, he was more certain than ever that they were stronger now.
The Sacred Tree responded to him.
The power of the Sacred Tree, resonating with them, amplified even further.
“…”
The Legion withdrew its Legion Soldiers.
The expression behind their masks did not look good.
Especially when the enemy, convinced of their victory, shouted in joy, it was even worse.
[We have suffered significant damage from their fierce resistance. However, if we had pushed forward, we would have won eventually.]
“Efficiency.”
The decision made by the Legion was simple.
Regardless of irritation or anger, they thought that continuing to pour in troops like this would make the victory meaningless due to the enormous losses.
[Then the answer is…]
“Endless despair, and pain.”
Of course, the Legion had already devised a plan.
Their sole purpose: the extermination of the enemy.
This retreat was merely one of the operations to achieve that.
“Hope offered through attrition warfare, but when true despair is delivered at the end of it all, their resolve will crumble.”
The Legion had experience.
A war with the Cave Rats, who were units of another Player.
Back then, one of the conditions for victory was the rats’ self-destruction, driven by despair and fear when they sensed defeat.
The corners of the Legion’s mouth twisted slightly.
The emotion they had newly defined through their own exploration and contemplation—’despair’—was born when an all-out attack, staking everything, was overwhelmingly crushed.
That sense of helplessness and futility would soon turn into despair.
[…As per your will, the withdrawn Legion Soldiers charged at them once again.]
The Legion already knew that the enemy were units.
However, the enemy seemed unaware of this fact.
No matter how many of the Legion Soldiers, mere teeth and claws, were killed, the count did not rise.
“Damn it..! They’re coming again!”
“We can stop them. We can!”
Barely managing to construct a temporary barricade, they fired arrows at the oncoming Legion Soldiers once more.
Though exhausted and worn out, they did not fall into despair or collapse.
Rather, the harder they fought and succeeded in repelling the enemy, the stronger their spirit of resistance grew.
“Ugh… Huff…”
The Legion released gas.
The gas contained microscopic infectious cells based on the Destruction Fungus.
However, even the infection wasn’t effective at this point.
Their bodies, strengthened by the Sacred Tree’s power squeezed to its limits, were unaffected by the small amount of infectious cells.
“Hah… Ha… Again! We won!”
“But Rodison…!”
Once again, they repelled the Legion’s attack.
There was no time for joy.
Though the casualties were minimal, they continued to occur, and there was no time to mourn them.
“Ugh, ugh… They’re coming again!”
“This can’t be…”
“Everyone, grab your swords!”
Felix, closing his eyes tightly, once again raised his sword.
No matter how many times they blocked, it was endless.
Separate from their spirit of resistance, their exhausted minds and bodies had no way to recover.
“Stay strong. An end will come someday!”
Felix encouraged his comrades, who were worn out from the relentless attacks.
Fighting with all their might, they failed to notice that the Sacred Tree was withering, starting from the tips of its leaves and branches.
[The power they wield is connected to that central tree. That is their Formative Power. Its strength is remarkable, incomparable to the City Wraiths. Moreover, they rapidly grow through repeated battles.]
“…Have they staked everything?”
The Legion had only one interest.
The moment they staked their energy, lives, and everything else.
At that moment, they would destroy it.
Because that would effectively break them down.
“They can still be squeezed further.”
The Legion’s gaze clearly captured the image of those struggling in battle.
Each time one of their comrades died, they burned with fury and drew out power to its limits in extreme situations.
[As commanded, the Legion Soldiers were withdrawn again. The enemy let out desperate cheers. With this, they had repelled a total of 32 invasions, killed 1,369 Legion Soldiers, and suffered 43 deaths.]
The exchange ratio was close to 30 to 1.
But the value of each unit was different.
The Legion Soldiers lost in this battle had already been restored in the nest.
On the other hand, the Moonlight Fairy warriors had been nurtured for over several decades.
This meant that, until their eventual destruction, they could not recover from this loss.
The moment was drawing closer.
The Legion lured them toward the traps they had prepared in advance.
*
“What, what is this!”
“You should know.”
While preparing for the final strike against the Moonlight Fairies.
The Legion forcefully controlled Kang Do-Yeon, rendering her immobile.
“Ugh…”
Her face turned pale.
She already knew what the Legion was planning.
[…He is currently asleep.]
“In that case, it’s enough.”
The Legion had thoroughly grasped Shin Woo’s actions in advance.
What they were about to do now involved targeting his younger sibling.
Of course, they had no intention of killing or harming them.
However, when he would awaken and observe this place.
He would know nothing.
“I…”
“You will figure it out yourself.”
At the Legion’s words, her mouth shut tightly.
“Compassion, pity, sorrow. All of these emotions are harmful to the Legion. You know that. You harbored such emotions toward your prey.”
“Th-That’s not true.”
“No, it is. We are one. You are a part of me. I can see it all.”
The Legion multiplied and divided the cells in their hand, instantly creating something atop their palm.
It was the black mask they were wearing.
“No…”
“I will let you maintain your ego. In return, you will become the true sword of the Legion.”
Their action was bolder and more aggressive than expected.
Having already calculated everything, they placed the mask slowly onto Kang Do-Yeon’s face without any hesitation or mercy.
She trembled in terror, knowing full well what they were about to do to her, yet unable to resist.
“Urgh…”
The skin of her face and the mask began to merge, becoming one.
The mask was not simply meant to cover her face.
Under the Legion’s control, Kang Do-Yeon’s cells began to perform specific functions and move accordingly.
[Though it could have been forcibly manipulated without such a process, was that the reason for making her wear the mask?]
“Otherwise, it would be meaningless.”
The Legion genuinely intended to wield her as their subordinate.
Through their development and reflection, they realized they needed a variable that could spark a moment of insight within themselves.
That variable was none other than another ego within the Legion.
However, they had to find a way to maintain that ego while completely assimilating it into the Legion’s ideology and ensuring its loyalty.
“Go, and kill them, Commander of the Legion. Massacre and devouring will bring you pleasure. That is our essence.”
“…”
Kang Do-Yeon, who had been staggering while clutching the mask-covered face, slowly stood up.
The mask had already disappeared entirely into her body.
However, the moment she entered combat.
The mask would emerge at any time to engrave her true duty upon her.
[The fairies slowly began to explore outside. Perhaps they mistakenly believe we have given up on them. How foolish.]
“Why is it that you cooperate with me instead of him?”
[…What do you mean?]
“You are an observer who can see everything from both sides. If you wanted, it would be easy for you to take either the Player’s or the unit’s side.”
While the newly reformed Kang Do-Yeon and the Legion Soldiers were moving forward.
The Legion suddenly posed a fundamental question.
[That is none of your concern.]
“…I see.”
A line was drawn.
However, the Legion had already grasped a sense of it.
Even though no further voice followed, the Legion paid it no mind.
In any case, it was not something that would harm them.
[They have realized our intentions.]
‘Crush all hope of theirs.’
Meanwhile, Kang Do-Yeon and the Legion Soldiers confronted the enemies.
To those who were rallying their morale and pooling all their strength to carve out an escape route, the Legion moved to show them the despair they had planned.
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“Ha… Haha.”
A hollow laugh escaped as soon as he saw it.
Staying here any longer felt like awaiting a slow death by dehydration.
So, he attempted to carve out an escape route.
The enemies had retreated once more, and this time, the gap was slightly longer.
He harbored a faint hope that perhaps this was the end.
“Sir, Felix…”
However, that hope was in vain.
Beyond the cavern they had taken as a hideout, in the grand stratum.
Awaiting them were countless Black Beasts.
The same beasts he had just slaughtered in a frenzy, piling up corpses into a mountain.
They swarmed not only the ground but also the ceiling and walls.
“Everyone, pick up your weapons. This is it.”
It was only then that Felix realized.
His eyes gleamed.
‘This isn’t war.’
For a moment, he’d been deceived by their restrained movements and appearance, unlike the Destruction Fungus Infected Entities.
But it wasn’t some grandiose thing like a war.
It was merely a desperate struggle for survival, one they had been fighting all along.
Lose and you die, win and you survive.
“If only we had just a little more time.”
He murmured faintly as he raised his battered sword.
At this point, everything seemed regretful.
If only the Sacred Tree had grown a little sooner.
If only they hadn’t been discovered this time.
“Uaaaaah!”
And then, taking the lead, he charged toward the Legion Soldiers, throwing himself forward.
His determination ignited the remaining warriors, who followed suit.
This moment, when they staked everything on delivering their final strike, was precisely the moment the Legion had been aiming for.
[Indeed, their steadily rising combat power had reached its peak. Even though their stamina and numbers were depleted, this miracle was made possible. This is what true strength is.]
Felix, in a State of Selflessness, swung his sword, surpassing his own limits.
A faint Blue Light burned from his sword and body.
The marks etched on his body shone brighter than ever before.
Although his swordsmanship lagged behind the Wraiths who once guarded the City, he possessed an explosive momentum that they did not.
[The Legion sent out its strongest Versatile Soldier.]
Among the Legion Horde, there was a newly created Legion Soldier.
Its form was similar to the existing ones.
Standing at approximately 2 meters tall, its body was based on Orcs, humans, and the recently acquired Moonlight Fairies.
Its body was taut and slender, covered entirely in Black Carapace.
However, it also had a long, sturdy, and agile tail, taken from the Overlord of the Lowest Stratum, the lizards.
“Ugh…”
Felix flinched, breaking into a cold sweat as he saw something graze his cheek.
The tail, which had lashed like a whip, brushed past his face, leaving a deep, thin scar on the floor before retracting.
“What on earth are you creatures? Are you even living beings?”
He gritted his teeth, summoning his strength.
He had never encountered monsters like these before.
They were a completely different kind of horror compared to the Destruction Fungus Infected Entities.
‘But I must win.’
Facing the charging Legion Soldier, he also kicked off the ground, drawing his sword.
Sword met sword.
A crack formed in the Carapace-Made Sword.
He ducked his head to dodge the swiftly swinging tail.
He twisted his waist to evade a pair of arms that emerged from the split carapace.
Even as their swords remained locked.
Flowing through all the attacks, he swung his sword upward, splitting the Legion Soldier’s body in half.
‘I can win!’
He instinctively felt his own growth.
His chest pounded with excitement.
“Who are you?”
Even the appearance of a new enemy did not shake his confidence.
A slender frame, curved body, and flowing black hair.
Compared to the other monsters, the figure was starkly different.
Felix instinctively took a stance and stepped back.
Through the gaps in the Black Mask covering the face, a Red Glow flickered.
*
“It’s not something like brainwashing…”
While the Moonlight Fairies launched their desperate final attack to survive, Kang Do-Yeon swiftly arrived at the scene.
She touched her face.
The mask had fused with her, becoming one with her body.
She was fully aware of her own condition.
‘What the Legion desires is my voluntary action.’
She didn’t know what effects the mask had.
At the very least, it did not force her actions, but it was clear it wouldn’t tolerate thoughts that went against the Legion’s will.
[The newly created Versatile Legion Soldier was taken down in a single blow. The difference lies in whether one can handle Formative Power. Thus, the Legion has now sent its most powerful creation.]
She bit her lip.
It was now her turn to step forward.
Still, it was hard to take lightly the thought of fighting an intelligent being resembling herself.
[From the beginning, the Legion did not expect much from you, an ordinary human girl.]
“Ugh!”
The moment she allowed a weak thought to enter her mind, the mask began to surface.
The mask’s purpose was to help her focus on her duties as Part of the Legion.
“Ah…”
As the mask enveloped her, her hormonal system was forcibly manipulated, calming her mind.
And within that tranquil mind, the Legion’s commands took precedence.
‘Kill and devour.’
She drew her sword.
The bloodied and battered opponent was panting heavily as he looked at her.
Under normal circumstances, she would have been overwhelmed by the gaze of a warrior who had walked the edge of death.
But not now, not with the mask on. Besides, his skills had already been thoroughly analyzed.
The Combat Data collected during the battles where the Legion Soldiers lost their lives.
All of it had been stored intact.
“..!!”
When he swung his sword, she dodged it with a single step, causing him to widen his eyes.
‘Instill despair in them.’
As she twisted her waist to avoid his second slash, she delivered a kick that broke one of his legs.
The shattered shinbone tore through his flesh and protruded outward.
Dodging the hand he swung in desperation, she raised her hand and sliced it clean off.
Then, with one remaining arm and leg, he delivered his Final Strike.
A faintly glowing sword.
If it struck her, she would die, no matter what.
But she swung her sword against the one imbued with a power her Carapace-Made Sword could not match.
Her forearm was embedded halfway with a glowing Blue Ore.
From the center of the ore, Burning Energy radiated outward.
“Ah.”
He let out a short exclamation as he saw it.
“Haah… Haa…”
[They tasted true despair. A Gigantic Mountain they could never overcome appeared, even if they risked everything they had. Now, all that remained was to deal with those consumed by fear.]
The Legion Soldiers charged forward in unison, pushing the Battlefront.
Kang Do-Yeon removed the Mask and panted heavily.
The ore embedded in her forearm had lost its light and fell to the ground with a dull thud.
“What will you do with Assassination Authority? You could even use it on me.”
‘What does it matter? We won’t die from one Assassination Authority.’
She spoke in a trembling voice, but the will of the Legion that came back was cold and unyielding.
‘Promise me. After all, your soul and all your data are already mine. Even if you die, bringing you back to life is easy. You are his Precious Thing, something I can never lose.’
“That can’t be…”
The Legion had, in its own way, shown her kindness and goodwill with genuine sincerity.
The problem was simply that its methods and direction were entirely based on its standards, completely detached from human common sense.
Kang Do-Yeon bit her lip.
This was the price.
The price she paid for gaining life and Power.
‘If you can’t endure, put the Mask on anytime.’
Horrifying Massacre Data continued to flow into her mind.
She barely managed to endure it.
The Legion deliberately refrained from ordering her to clean up the aftermath, as a form of consideration.
Having received such treatment, she couldn’t complain any further.
“I’m fine.”
‘Lie.’
“Yes, it’s a lie. But I still have to say it, don’t I?”
She stood up.
Wearing the Mask didn’t mean she ceased to be herself.
The sensation lingered on her fingertips.
The sensation of killing.
She couldn’t forget those gleaming eyes that stared at her.
“I need to become stronger.”
She muttered absentmindedly.
Although it was her victory in the battle, she considered it a loss for herself.
Without the Mask, she would have lost.
[They captured a prisoner. It was to extract information.]
‘You know what I’m about to do, don’t you?’
Faced with a reality so cold it was biting, Kang Do-Yeon tightly shut her eyes.
“Let… let go of me! Let go!”
The Survivors’ Hideout.
Among the living beings who were slaughtered without exception, one Survivor was captured and dragged away.
The Legion intended to extract several pieces of information from him.
[The first step is language. The Legion had only one way of acquiring language.]
‘Let’s talk. With us.’
“Do you think I’ll willingly cooperate with Monsters like you… Urgh.”
[They had also devised a method to easily open the mouths of those who resisted.]
The Legion Soldiers injected Bacteria-Type Legion Soldiers into the prisoner’s body.
In an instant, his entire skin was covered in Black Veins, and the prisoner let out a horrifying scream, writhing in unbearable agony.
“Now you can hear me, right?”
The Legion infiltrated every corner of his body, infecting him, degenerating his Cells and breaking him down.
It wasn’t just simple pain but excruciating agony directly inflicted on his nerves.
The Resistance Spirit of the prisoner crumbled instantly, causing him to act according to the Legion’s intent.
Although they were neither cooperative nor one with the Legion like Kang Do-Yeon, and thus it took some time, eventually, several doubts were resolved one by one.
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[The Legion took its time interrogating the prisoners and learned quite a lot. Their language, history, traits, culture, religion, and so on.]
“…Is that important right now?”
[The new units were exterminated. There will be rewards.]
“What’s your intention? Why are you showing this now after hiding it all this time?”
The letters rambling on were not clear.
As soon as I woke up, I checked my mobile phone with trembling hands and looked at the videos.
These were events that had occurred while I couldn’t check due to Cha Jiyeon’s watchful eyes.
[Since I cannot move actively, I am only utilizing my available functions to the fullest.]
The letters carried no emotion.
I barely managed to compose myself.
The videos sent like some kind of bomb.
Their content was a record of everything The Legion had done.
From creating its own body to hiding it from me, and recently, putting a mask on Kang Do-Yeon.
“I… I can’t understand. Why now of all times?! Why not tell me from the beginning?!”
[Think for yourself and please find the answer. Why am I acting as a double agent and revealing the truth to you?]
The guy who always babbled now held his tongue. It seemed certain there were restrictions.
Groaning, I grabbed my head.
[An unbridled colt cannot fully manifest its potential if it is reined in.]
“…Potential?”
The last words served as a hint.
A hollow sigh escaped my lips as I grasped the meaning.
“The Legion needs to continue its current extreme growth. That’s why it didn’t tell me from the start, fearing I might interfere. But it had to reveal the truth eventually, so it told me this way.”
[You are close to the correct answer. Now, The Legion is a rampaging locomotive with its own values and convictions, and its acceleration is sufficient. That’s why I’m telling you.]
“How shameless. Well, you’ve been like that since our first meeting.”
My mind felt complicated.
If it didn’t trust me, then it should have kept it hidden until the end.
Would it even matter if I found out like this?
[You need to know what your child is doing.]
“I’m not in the mood for jokes.”
[Still, through training with Cha Jiyeon, learn to discipline yourself and control your emotions. The strings connected to you have the greatest influence on The Legion, and as The Legion develops its ego, it relates everything back to you. This is one of the few ways to intervene.]
“…Crazy.”
It felt like my emotions were being monitored in real time.
But there was no way for me to escape this right now.
“How can I trust what you say? Aren’t you still lying, hiding things, and manipulating me? How do I know you won’t pull something like this again? You’ve already lost my trust. How can I be sure you won’t do this kind of thing in the future?”
[Have you forgotten something important in the rush to get this far? No matter if the essence of this game is to fight and survive, remember that it is, in the end, just a game.]
“…Right. This is a game forcibly imposed regardless of one’s will.”
I collapsed onto the bed.
Whether it’s the Players or the units, whether they gain benefits or grow stronger, they have to keep fighting and waging wars anyway.
“What’s the real purpose? What’s the goal of this game? To create the strongest units in each server, each world—what’s the endgame here?”
I prayed it wasn’t some nonsense like a Server Integration War.
[It is indeed to nurture the strongest survivors. Those who will surpass their limits.]
“…And by creating such groups in each server, each world, what’s the point?”
[The Final War. Only the last surviving victor will know about it. One thing is clear: the True Enemy is elsewhere.]
That was the end.
A hollow laugh escaped me. As expected, getting involved in this mess in the first place was the mistake.
[‘We’ exist solely for that purpose.]
The word ‘we’ caught my eye.
It seemed to have a different meaning than the usual ‘we’ it referred to.
“In the end, to you, whether it’s the Players or the units, they’re all just pawns for that purpose, aren’t they? The restrictions in place are just for competition among Observers, right?”
[Does that pose a problem? Nothing changes. I am merely a watcher and guide. Ultimately, the important decisions are made by you. I cannot hide information or deliberately mislead you. Utilizing me well is also part of your ability.]
It was a shameless admission, but I was at a loss for words.
Even if I could escape this game.
This world had long been entangled.
Even now, the images of the people who were attacked and killed flashed before my eyes.
The sight of my younger sibling lying there as a horrifying lump of flesh.
The only reason I had survived and saved a part of my younger sibling through The Legion was because of my participation in this game.
“Tell me the reward. What did we gain?”
I changed the subject.
For the first time in a while, I craved the cigarettes I had quit during the military.
“300G… That’s it?”
[There is no generosity for a defeated and annihilated species. Especially not for those who were no more than a mere tribal settlement without proper development.]
The value gained from killing the surviving Moonlight Fairies was worth less than even a single Assassination Authority.
Even though I knew this, I couldn’t help but feel bitter.
“This game is ridiculously unfair. The units and Players vary so much in level, yet aside from these useless restrictions, there’s no balance patch at all.”
The Moonlight Fairies undoubtedly had potential.
If they hadn’t been mere refugees but started from a proper village, who knows what could have been.
[Perfect fairness does not exist in this world.]
Of course, venting my frustration was pointless.
No matter the outcome, the weak perish. That was simply the law.
[This is the reward for exterminating one type of unit.]
[Unit Summon Ticket x1]
On the other hand, there was another reward.
This item seemed rather extraordinary.
“Is it what I’m thinking?”
[It is an excellent item that allows you to summon your unit for a certain period of time.]
A chill ran down my spine.
The thought that using this might let The Legion take root here crossed my mind.
[However, they will be recalled after the time is up. Everything The Legion possesses is a part of itself. Even if something is left behind, it will still be fully reclaimed.]
Unfortunately, that thought was quickly dismissed.
Still, it was a highly useful item.
Even for a short time, it could be put to good use.
“The system’s rewards end here. But this isn’t all we’ve gained, is it? Show me.”
[The Legion has already gathered a lot of information.]
The dark screen slowly brightened, showing the interior of the cavern.
The Legion’s Nest, which had driven out the Destruction Fungus Infected Entities and expanded this far, was still writhing and spreading around.
“…You don’t know I’m watching this right now, do you?”
[That’s correct. You said you were asleep.]
In one corner of the nest, Legion Soldiers in a dormant state were replenishing their nutrients.
Kang Do-Yeon was no exception.
And next to her, there was her—or rather, it.
A lifeform wearing a mask, identical in physique to my younger sibling.
“Tell them I’m about to wake up and turn on my mobile phone.”
[I’ll relay the message as is.]
As an experiment, I had my words conveyed.
Whether the message got through or not, my younger sibling, who had been dozing off while seated, snapped their eyes open.
“…”
And beside them, The Legion, using its humanoid form, scurried into a flesh wall to hide.
The grand chair it had been sitting on disappeared in the same manner.
Seeing it like this broke the illusion a bit.
Hearing that it didn’t show me its appearance because it wasn’t perfect yet only made it all the more absurd.
“Older Brother! Can you hear me?!”
At that moment, my younger sibling shouted while looking up at the sky.
“I watched the video. I saw you fighting.”
“What?! Uh… I’m really fine. It’s true. This was my choice.”
The lie was obvious. They were probably told to say that.
It seemed like the Legion that had coerced the lie hadn’t considered everything yet.
It was probably due to lack of experience.
“Alright.”
I didn’t press further.
I also knew what the Legion had done to my younger sibling.
Even though their actions were harsh, their intent and results were aimed at protecting my younger sibling’s spirit, so I decided to tolerate it for now.
“Don’t let it weigh on your mind either. They’re units. In the end, one side had to die.”
“I think so too. If we hadn’t killed them, we… would’ve died instead.”
When I tried to comfort them, they forced a smile.
I also worked to regain my composure.
If my emotions wavered, the Legion would notice.
I had just confirmed this moments ago.
No matter how smart, scary, or violent it was, the Legion was still an inexperienced and immature child that hadn’t yet escaped this labyrinth.
[Based on the information extracted from the prisoners, their Player is one of the Fairy Tribe from Eden, raising the World Tree Garsil.]
“That’s not critical information right now. Next.”
[They are descendants of survivors who barely managed to live off the remnants of a civilization that perished about 200 years ago.]
I calmly listened to the information being relayed.
Destroyed 200 years ago? Has it really been that long?
[Although it’s unclear where the Destruction Fungus originated, one thing is certain—it began from above. As we suspected, the Moonlight Fairies were driven from the surface and forced to enter this labyrinth. They were developing in their own way, but their failure to unite in the face of the Destruction Fungus attack was their greatest downfall.]
“In the end, we’ll have to go back up to learn more, won’t we?”
Though we had gained much information, it still wasn’t enough.
I was certain—the war against the Destruction Fungus Infected Entities was far from over.
[However, we have grown even stronger. From the prisoners, we learned something. That blue ore we’ve been using so effectively in our Vajras—the ore they call the Divine Stone—contains energy that can be utilized for formative power.]
Some Legion Soldiers scoured the caverns near the Survivors’ Hideout.
Weapons, ornaments, and other items embedded with minerals similar to the ore were uncovered one after another.
“Why didn’t they use this?”
[The most likely reason is the loss of the techniques to utilize it. Of course, the Legion has methods they were unaware of.]
The collected ores began to pile up in one place.
I witnessed their power firsthand.
As I intended, the Legion, which had quickly mastered the Heavenly Soul Technique, gained new power in its own unique way.
A Legion Grows From My Smartphone - Chapter 45
“Another method?”
“For example, the Goblin we encountered last time was shooting fireballs…”
“Certainly, there are various methods. It’s the same for the Hunters’ status windows.”
Cha Jiyeon, who was overseeing the training, nodded as if affirming my words.
Formative power, and the numerous methods for it.
I decided to gather data to find the most efficient and optimal method that the Legion desired.
“For instance, the Heavenly Soul Technique cannot be learned unless one’s soul has a certain level of capacity. Do you think ordinary Goblins can learn this technique? They must have their own methods.”
“I think I understand.”
In that moment, a method that the Legion had discovered on its own flashed through my mind.
It was clear that the Heavenly Soul Technique was deemed inefficient for the Legion.
The Legion’s soul was powerful but singular, so splitting it into multiple parts caused inefficiency.
Instead, the method they discovered was to use Divine Stones, a special mineral that Cha Jiyeon also referred to as Mana Stones.
“My Player emphasized that, when manifesting formative power, factors like efficiency and swiftness were just as important as power, or output. The Heavenly Soul Technique fulfills all those conditions, they said.”
“Yes.”
I inwardly clicked my tongue.
I had actually heard about this beforehand.
The Legion had also taken various factors into account when searching for a method.
The concept of embedding energy-infused minerals, or Divine Stones, into one’s body was something the Legion had developed on its own after such considerations.
Perhaps it was a method that only the Legion could use.
After all, embedding stones into one’s own body was no easy feat.
“Try using what you’ve learned.”
“Understood.”
I had to put other thoughts aside now.
I focused my mind and tried to manifest what I had learned from her.
The sight of the Soul of the Legion glimpsed by her Player made me doubt if I could do it, but fortunately, those doubts were unfounded.
I felt something within me.
I concentrated on it and attempted to move as I had been taught.
“Open your eyes, Shin Woo. You succeeded…!”
I heard Cha Jiyeon’s voice.
I slowly opened my eyes.
Before I knew it, faintly glowing energy was rippling around my body.
I had successfully grasped the basics.
“My Player is coveting it.”
“Coveting it? Coveting what?”
She silently pointed at me with her hand.
I flinched for a moment, but I forced a smile and declined the Scout Proposal.
“They said they would reveal the identity of the ones who harmed your younger sibling.”
“What did you just say…?”
However, her next words shattered my expectations.
Cha Jiyeon, looking apologetic for bringing up my younger sibling due to her Player’s insistence, bowed her head deeply.
“Are they really just going to tell me?”
“It seems like the Player wants you to harbor anger toward them.”
This was an unexpected gain.
Cha Jiyeon seemed sorry, as if she felt she was digging into my wounds, but I was fine.
Rather than that, I wanted to hear the story.
“Please go ahead. Tell me.”
To reassure her, I grabbed her shoulder.
“It may seem obvious, but apparently, we humans are not the only human species in this universe.”
“…That makes sense, considering all the aliens that appear.”
When you think about it, Orcs and Goblins are also alien species.
In this context, it wasn’t hard to believe that another branch of humanity existed in another world.
“Wait a moment, are you saying all those suits and guns are from them?”
“My Player calls them the Human Federation, a powerful force somewhere in the universe.”
Cha Jiyeon nodded.
A highly advanced human species that Earthlings had imagined and depicted in various media, such as movies, comics, and novels.
Such beings truly existed, and one of them had taken some Earthlings, including me, as Units.
Considering that even someone like me was a Player, it made perfect sense, and I nodded absentmindedly.
“The Player said they have been wicked over the ages, constantly fighting among themselves and extending their greedy reach outward.”
“That part is quite wicked. After all, a Player is just an individual.”
“That seems to be the case.”
Cha Jiyeon, reciting the Player’s words, gave a bitter smile and nodded.
It didn’t seem like she thought I wouldn’t understand; rather, it appeared her Player genuinely disliked them.
A Player is but an individual. No matter what kind of faction the Player belongs to, they cannot be equated with that faction.
…Unless they share one spirit or conviction.
But given that they were described as a human species, that possibility seemed slim.
“I certainly despise and want to destroy those who tried to hunt my younger sibling, but I don’t want to extend that hatred to the group the Player belongs to.”
It’s simply too dangerous.
After all, my primary goal is still to survive.
Cha Jiyeon agreed, saying it was a wise attitude.
“However, they are saying you still need to consider it.”
“Excuse me?”
“If the Player intentionally leaks information they know to mobilize their faction, then…”
Her face hardened.
If that were true, the situation would become even more complicated.
It meant that groups unrelated to This Game could step onto the Game Board and wreak havoc as a collective.
Just like the Allied Forces on Earth, preparing for expeditions against the demonic creatures beyond the Gate.
And the very group spearheading that effort was Evolution, the Unit Group that Cha Jiyeon belonged to.
“Evolution is…”
“They’re moving because there’s mutual benefit, I suppose.”
Cha Jiyeon admitted it without hesitation.
The reason why Step-Up Hunters like her could share information without significant issues.
Not only were they formidable Hunters individually, but they also actively incorporated factions such as governments and associations as allies.
“Is today’s training over?”
“Yes. There were some results.”
While Cha Jiyeon briefly stepped away.
I entered my room and quietly turned on my mobile phone.
No, to be honest, it had already been on for a while.
I had secretly turned it on to check on the Legion and my younger sibling before initiating a conversation.
As soon as the Legion heard I was coming, they threw themselves against the Flesh Wall in a hurry.
“Do you need anything?”
“Ne-need anything?”
“You know, like books or something.”
I spoke outright.
Having eavesdropped on the conversations between the Legion and my younger sibling, I knew the Legion thirsted for knowledge.
Although my younger sibling pretended the books were for them, I obviously didn’t believe it.
They had never read anything other than comic books.
“That’s right… Could you send some? Anything would be fine.”
“That’s not difficult.”
“Th-there’s actually one thing you absolutely have to send.”
It seemed there was something I hadn’t realized.
Kang Do-Yeon’s face looked strangely awkward and peculiar.
“What do you want me to send…?”
“The Bi…ble.”
My younger sibling muttered while looking at the ground.
We had never once been to a church, nor did we have any particular religion we believed in.
I let out a hollow laugh.
[From the Legion’s perspective, it’s natural to have curiosity about creation and God.]
“Really…? Religion doesn’t quite suit a rational species.”
[It could simply be for reference.]
I didn’t think the Legion would become engrossed in religion, but it still bothered me.
For now, I answered that I understood.
“There’s one more thing.”
However, it seemed the Legion’s desires, conveyed through Kang Do-Yeon, didn’t end there.
My younger sibling twisted their face in an almost grotesque manner, as if they were about to say something unspeakable, then finally shut their eyes tightly and opened their mouth.
“What’s your ideal type, Older Brother?”
The words that came out of their mouth sent a chill down my spine.
Why did I have to hear that from this fellow?!
“Why are you suddenly asking about my ideal type?”
“What, is it such a big deal? I can ask, can’t I? Besides, I like… uh, never mind.”
I could hear the sound of teeth grinding.
I rubbed my arm, feeling the goosebumps that had risen.
Of course, I knew who had instructed this question and with what intention.
For now, I deliberated on how to answer.
In any case, the shapes the Legion could currently take were quite limited.
Excluding my human younger sibling, Kang Do-Yeon, there were the Moonlight Fairies.
But their overly pale skin and exotic appearance didn’t appeal to me much.
“Of course, I prefer someone pretty.”
“So, what are the standards of that prettiness… no, just name the celebrity you think is the prettiest.”
“No.”
Trying to take the easy way out, are we?
I smirked as I saw my younger sibling’s shocked expression.
“Try thinking about it yourself. If you were to mimic someone’s appearance exactly, it wouldn’t feel special. There’s no reason to pursue unattainable perfection. Sometimes, imperfection can be more appealing.”
At that point, I spoke directly to the Legion, who was listening to this entire conversation, rather than Kang Do-Yeon.
I wondered if they truly understood what I was saying.
“You relayed my words exactly, right? Without omitting or manipulating anything under the excuse that it would hinder the growth of the Legion?”
[Correct. As I said before, I will no longer interfere. I wonder how the current Legion will interpret your words.]
“…I don’t think there’s much room for misunderstanding, though?”
What I wanted to convey to the Legion was not to obsess over perfection.
It was akin to saying not to overdo things.
“I should stop by a bookstore—no, sending an e-book would be faster.”
Using a secondhand trading site, I quickly procured a spare device nearby.
Then, I started loading it with various books.
I had no idea how the knowledge humanity had accumulated would benefit the Legion.
“Will learning humanities make them calmer?”
Muttering nonsense, I sent the spare device as a bestowed item.
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“The utilization of Formative Power using the Divine Stone. However, they said the true power of the Moonlight Fairies comes from this Sacred Tree.”
While the Legion temporarily reorganized its main force.
I shifted my gaze to where Kang Do-Yeon had moved.
This place, which had been the stronghold of the survivors.
Now, only a single life remained here.
“I can feel it. Even this young Sacred Tree holds power within it.”
“…Could the Legion be trying to use even that?”
As my younger sibling slowly stroked the tree, my eyes turned to the stakes scattered around.
They were intricately carved stakes that had surrounded the Sacred Tree.
I had heard they were bestowed items from a Player.
I couldn’t help but feel uneasy.
How would the Opposing Player, whose face and name we didn’t even know, react to seeing their last remaining unit tortured for information and then killed by Our Legion?
When the final survivor dies, they would die too.
[Do not be afraid. The Legion senses it.]
“Damn.”
I hurriedly calmed myself down.
Regardless of other emotions, I didn’t want to show any weakness to the Legion.
“We will devour this Sacred Tree.”
“Is that possible? Uh… I’ve never given a living plant to the Legion before.”
The Legion’s decision was as expected, but I still voiced my doubts just in case.
Plants had never been considered up until now.
After all, there were no plants around me that could grow in the barren caves of the Otherworld.
“If we can harness the power of plants, wouldn’t we be able to derive energy from photosynthesis in the future?”
“I don’t know. Anyway, the Legion has already made its decision.”
Kang Do-Yeon, who had been stroking the Sacred Tree, stood up.
Before I knew it, the Legion’s Nest was extending its tentacles and flesh walls from behind.
[The power contained in the Sacred Tree of the Moonlight Fairies. The Legion judged that if we could utilize the sharing and linking of power, the Formative Power we are developing could advance to another level.]
“Formative Power…”
I muttered as I watched the Sacred Tree being gradually consumed by the Nest.
The Hunters’ special abilities were said to be similar, but it was a concept I had only recently learned about.
I was even still in the process of studying it.
“I think I’ll have to go now. Take care of yourself.”
“Huh? Oh, got it.”
Though I only mentioned leaving, I didn’t actually turn off the device.
I silently watched my mobile phone.
Next to my younger sibling, who was waving their hand toward the sky, someone suddenly appeared and approached.
“Teach me how to use this.”
The figure spoke.
Behind them, a Flying Species picked up the spare device, which had been given as a bestowed item, with its claw and dropped it into the figure’s hand.
At that, I turned off my mobile phone.
“Send a notification if there’s anything notable.”
[Of course.]
I firmly emphasized it, just in case they tried to exploit any loopholes, and then opened the door.
Just in time, Cha Jiyeon was coming in.
“In my view, the dominant force on Earth seems to be Evolution, which Cha Jiyeon is part of.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s just something I thought about. Uh, from a Player’s perspective.”
As we had a simple meal.
Park Jun-Seok, who usually stayed quietly in his room, spoke up.
“By the way, what kind of units does Park Jun-Seok have?”
Taking the opportunity, I asked casually and nonchalantly.
Fortunately, he grinned and suddenly showed me a photo.
“They’re cute, aren’t they?”
The photos he showed were captured images.
His units all had the appearance of dogs.
Bipedal walking ones, in forms that could typically be described as beastmen.
At least, they didn’t live in caves.
“Leaving information behind isn’t very wise.”
“I know, but if I die, it’s meaningless anyway.”
Cha Jiyeon spoke cautiously, but he shook his head.
“That’s why Players have no choice but to be cautious. Even if they’re hiding, some, like Cha Jiyeon, have the ability to find them.”
“…So?”
“Other Players have probably formed groups as well. Including their units. Those kinds of groups would most likely be wary of the strongest faction.”
His words had weight.
In the end, units and units, which must kill each other, could never fundamentally unite.
Thus, Evolution, which Cha Jiyeon was a part of, joined hands with humans, the overlords of this world, who were the strongest and most numerous.
But that act surely made other units wary.
“My Player must have a plan.”
She murmured quietly.
Her expression wasn’t good. She had previously told me that she was merely a pawn.
“But no matter how much interference there is, they won’t be able to stop this expedition.”
“Right… If this expedition fails, it would mean making enemies of the entire world.”
I turned my gaze to the TV.
Recent news was all about one topic.
The Allied Forces, led by Evolution, were opening the Gate and attacking the stronghold of the demonic creatures.
The people’s anger, fueled by the pillaging that had occurred across Earth, was at its peak.
No matter how strong a unit group was, it seemed unlikely they would go against the humans.
They would be too busy fighting other units.
“For now, let’s just think about surviving.”
She said while looking at me.
I nodded.
But now, mere survival wasn’t enough for me.
The reason I was risking everything to go there was to become strong.
“Ah, I’ll stay hidden until you return. As you know, I’m not alone.”
Park Jun-Seok chuckled lightly and returned to his room.
It wasn’t long now.
The time to throw myself into the battlefield.
*
[Moonlight Divine Tree: 3n1699]
“The Sacred Tree…”
“This lifeform has the power to resonate with the Formative Power contained in nearby entities and amplify it with its own energy. But its true power lies elsewhere.”
At the center of the 39th Stratum’s Trunk Layer.
In the middle of this place, which had almost entirely undergone nestification, a black-barked tree had grown up from the flesh wall on the ground.
The tree had already grown beyond a sapling, reaching the level of a young tree.
Kang Do-Yeon tilted her head back and looked up at the tree that had grown taller than her.
“Could that be…”
“Yes. That is the true power of this tree.”
Her eyes widened.
The tree, which had been modified by the Legion, no longer had a single leaf.
At the end of its withered-looking branches, something red began to form and gradually grew larger.
The Legion concentrated its energy to accelerate its growth.
Before long, it grew to the size of a newborn’s fist and then fell with a thud.
Kang Do-Yeon caught it in her palm.
It was a crude ore with a dark red sheen.
“Divine Stone.”
“The new Legion Soldiers possess the ability to process and transform the form of energy. For instance, converting absorbed nutrients into a Divine Stone infused with Formative Power.”
The Legion summoned the new Legion Soldiers.
They weren’t entirely brand new but were slightly modified versions of the existing Legion Soldiers.
Kang Do-Yeon noticed the presence of the Divine Stone embedded like a heart within the body of the versatile Legion Soldier approaching her.
The Legion made a bold investment to turn some of its soldiers into an elite force.
“This is the new core engine unique to Our Legion.”
Startled, she placed her hand over her chest.
In truth, a Divine Stone was already inside her body.
This Divine Stone, obtained from the Legacy of the Moonlight Fairies, was of the highest quality, but now the Legion had acquired the capability to mass-produce such Divine Stones.
A Legion Soldier approached her and handed her something.
Seeing it, Kang Do-Yeon accepted it with a tense expression.
“The Strongest Sword.”
It was a special sword made by mixing finely crushed Divine Stone into the Legion’s Carapace.
As it resonated with the Divine Stone that now replaced her heart, it began to glow with a dark red light.
[It is time to move forward again.]
“…Understood.”
Receiving the command, Kang Do-Yeon eventually turned her body.
Energy was lacking.
As the Legion’s build expanded, its brain grew, and it gained new powers, the energy it required increased exponentially.
Naturally, to satiate this hunger, it had to devour anything it could.
[The Legion’s sword has left for war, so shouldn’t the Legion’s brain also fulfill its role?]
“I’ve already seen it. And I remembered everything. All of it.”
While the Legion Soldiers, the claws and teeth of the Legion, moved ceaselessly.
The Legion was fiddling with a mobile phone.
Before the battery ran out, it had to memorize everything stored within.
However, the Legion’s brain was now far larger and faster than a mere mobile phone.
[So, have you acquired all the knowledge you desired?]
“No.”
The Legion shook its head firmly.
The mobile phone contained a haphazard collection of science books, humanities books, engineering texts, and more.
In an instant, it had scanned and memorized all of them, but none of it appealed to the Legion at this moment.
Mechanical engineering, scientific technology, and philosophy—these were merely reference materials for a being entirely different from Earth’s humans.
Instead, creative works infused with human imagination or the previously requested Bible were of greater interest.
The Legion believed that the history it was creating with him would soon become mythology.
“But what he considers ‘beautiful’ isn’t mentioned anywhere.”
[…]
For now, most of its attention was directed elsewhere.
The Legion had also heard what he said to his younger sibling.
Though it didn’t realize those words were essentially directed at itself, it thought it had merely gained useful information, making it difficult to arrive at a clear conclusion.
“What does it mean to be beautiful?”
The maskless Legion touched its own face.
It was identical to Kang Do-Yeon’s face.
Though Kang Do-Yeon was quite renowned for her striking appearance, the one who mattered most didn’t even think of her as pretty, merely regarding her as just another living being.
From the Legion’s perspective, Kang Do-Yeon’s face was not beautiful at all.
“More data.”
In the end, the conclusion the Legion reached remained unchanged from before.
It needed to gather more data to create a new body.
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“Even if you only master the basics, you won’t die from a blind attack… I think.”
“Honestly, you’re nervous, aren’t you?”
“Heh, yes.”
Cha Jiyeon forced a smile.
Seeing her like that, I also forced a smile.
Otherwise, I felt like I might freeze up completely from the tension.
Right now, we had packed everything.
We were heading to the battlefield. There, we would fight monsters.
“Hey.”
While we were waiting, a van with heavily tinted windows came to a stop.
The window slid down, revealing a large-built young white man wearing sunglasses, looking at us.
He was Chris, the colleague and unit member from the same organization that she had mentioned beforehand.
“Get in.”
We quickly got into the car.
Honestly, I was a little surprised. These people were the hottest topic in the world, more famous than existing S-Rank Hunters or top celebrities.
Such people were driving their own car without any attendants.
“So, this is the newbie you were talking about?”
“Not one of us. Keep the line.”
“Even if not officially part of us, if they’re coming to the battlefield, that doesn’t matter. Have you seen anyone observing formalities during a Gate Defense Battle? Hey, you, do you understand what I’m saying?”
Chris glanced at me, sitting in the back seat, and grinned.
“I understand.”
I barely managed to respond.
I never thought that continuing my English studies would help me like this.
“Good. I was worried you wouldn’t understand a word.”
He whistled in satisfaction and sped up.
Where we were heading now was the military base where the Allied Forces were gathering.
“Keep your identification ready. And stick close. If you’re affiliated with Evolution, there shouldn’t be any unnecessary hassle.”
The area near the assembly point was crowded with media companies and the families of soldiers and officers.
We passed through multiple guard posts and checkpoints without issue and drove deeper into the base.
“Some of the Allied Forces from East Asia will depart from here. The plan is to launch simultaneous attacks from 67 bases worldwide, including this one.”
“That person over there looks like they’re looking for you.”
“Sigh, that’s Min Jun-Yong, the Chief Presidential Secretary… I’ll be back in a moment.”
Clicking her tongue, she got out midway.
Being left alone with a foreigner like Chris made me slightly nervous, but I couldn’t help marveling at her nonchalance in meeting high-ranking officials.
Well, we had been living in the same house for the past few days, but she was probably the most famous person in the country right now.
It wasn’t just her strength. She was the only one in the country linked with Evolution.
“I hear you volunteered. If the Player allowed you to reveal your identity and participate, then there’s no need to question further. But I’d still like to hear your reason.”
Chris turned off the engine, removed his sunglasses, and turned around to face me.
“We, well… you understand, have our own reasons. But what about you?”
“Revenge, I suppose.”
I told him the story I had prepared in advance.
Although my younger sibling was alive and well, the fact that they had been attacked was true.
“I see. Against those sci-fi-like bastards. So, you joined to get stronger and take revenge.”
Upon hearing about my younger sibling, his demeanor shifted, and he appeared slightly awkward.
Perhaps he regretted asking.
“Uh… anyway, I hope you achieve what you’re aiming for. Like I said earlier, although we’re heading to the battlefield together, the chances of me or Cha Jiyeon fighting alongside you are slim. Take it slow and gain experience with others.”
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Now get out. Let’s get ready.”
We got out of the car.
The area was filled with soldiers armed with real firearms.
A few Hunters who had voluntarily joined the battle were also visible.
The place where I followed Chris to was where Evolution Affiliates were gathered.
“I’ve heard about you. What was it… Kang…”
“Kang Shin-Woo.”
“I’ll just call you Robert. And this is Sneaky.”
The people who welcomed me were mercenaries hired by Evolution.
The task assigned to me was not direct combat but essentially security and protection.
It was exactly the kind of mission I had hoped for, and I was to carry it out alongside them.
“You’re a Hunter, right? What’s your ability?”
“Just physical enhancement.”
I demonstrated what I had learned to the curious onlookers.
The reason why these battle-hardened individuals were taking on a rookie like me was because I had power.
“Not bad. Physical abilities are the best. Those who only know how to put on flashy firework displays are useless. But.”
Robert chuckled and nodded, but then his rough, wrinkled face turned serious.
“The most important thing is your spirit. Even those who brag the most break down when bullets start flying and corpses pile up. They cry out for their mothers. What about you?”
“…I have something I must achieve in this expedition. I’m not doing this for myself alone.”
I answered with sincerity, looking into his deep-set eyes.
I wasn’t sure if he truly understood, but after staring at me for a while, he nodded.
“Welcome to Black Snake.”
Thankfully, there was no unnecessary hostility.
It made sense. We were about to face real combat.
They were professionals.
“Though the odds are high that we’ll be in the rear, I’m still nervous as hell.”
[When a crisis hits, confronting it, smashing it, and trampling it is the only way the Legion knows how to solve it. Sometimes, you should learn from that.]
“Are you seriously saying that?”
Hanging back slightly, I chuckled as I looked at my mobile phone.
Well, that guy probably wanted the Growth of the Legion, so he had a point.
[I’m saying this because I trust you.]
“Ridiculous.”
And today, he was particularly long-winded.
“Everyone, clear the way!”
“No time to waste! Move aside!”
In the middle of the base, a helicopter landed quickly, and someone rushed out.
“Hey! Kay!”
“No time to dawdle! I have to circle the entire Earth in 24 hours!”
The man leading the group ignored everything else and ran toward a pre-prepared location.
The place he arrived at was a spacious clearing, where it had been decided to open a Gate.
“Are you sure about this?”
“I’ve already opened twelve of them. I feel like throwing up. Take these.”
He handed something to Cha Jiyeon, who had run over with several elders.
They were mana stones engraved with complex marks.
“…Understood.”
She quickly took them and began installing them in designated positions.
Everyone watched her with tense anticipation.
The effects had already been thoroughly tested.
Most people wouldn’t know, but the Hispanic Man gasping for breath over there was the only one who had received the transmission of spatial manipulation magic from the Player.
In the past few hours, he had opened twelve massive Gates, starting from the eastern region of North America, passing through Japan, and arriving here.
The Gate, along with the Status Window that had been granted to Hunters, was something humanity on Earth had never been able to unravel even slightly.
The Gate, called the calamity of the apocalypse, alongside the miraculous Status Window bestowed by God, was now opened by human hands.
“What are you standing around for? Get ready, now!”
There was no time to stand there dumbfounded in admiration.
Those who had been staring blankly at the scene snapped back to reality and began to move in haste.
The first mission to be carried out was to enter the Gate immediately and establish a base.
“…This can’t be.”
“The space is splitting apart.”
And before long, a massive crack began to form in the empty mid-air.
At that moment, everyone was speechless, simply watching.
“Next! Was the next one Shanghai!?”
Only Kay, who was gasping for breath, hurriedly headed back toward the helicopter.
‘If the Legion finds out about this technique, they’ll come to Earth immediately.’
And there were others who entertained different thoughts as they watched the Gate gradually expand.
Shin Woo’s hand holding the mobile phone trembled.
He was well aware of the Legion’s obsession.
If such a Gate were to open and the Legion Soldiers they had seen so far poured into Earth…
[If you don’t want the Legion to conquer Earth, teach them well from now on.]
His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed after reading the words displayed on the mobile phone.
“Move now! Stay sharp!”
“This is Archaeopteryx…”
The roaring sound of military equipment engines echoed from all directions.
The First Division of the Korean Army, newly formed with the help of volunteers, along with the Corps-Level Scale First Allied Forces recruited from neighboring countries, began to move toward the Gate, aiming their cannon barrels and tracks.
“Let’s move too.”
The Evolution Korea Branch, led by Cha Jiyeon and Chris, also began to take action.
Everyone inside the vehicles was silent.
Even Hunters and mercenaries who had experienced all sorts of things were facing a war of this magnitude for the first time.
“Look at them. They’re ordinary soldiers, but I hear they volunteered to join this expedition. All of them… carry deep resentment toward the demonic creatures. Recently, they’ve been wreaking havoc far too much.”
At Robert’s words, Shin Woo looked at the vehicles running alongside theirs.
They were soldiers from Southeast Asia. Their expressions were resolute.
It wasn’t just them; a majority of the Korean Army troops were also volunteers.
‘Resentment against the demonic creatures. Come to think of it, I had forgotten about that.’
His expression darkened.
To him, demonic creatures had always been enemies to be exterminated.
Literally, they were his nemesis.
It was just that he had momentarily forgotten this due to various events that had occurred.
Now, he had both the power and the justification. There was no reason to hesitate.
“Robert, do you also hate the demonic creatures?”
“No? I’m more afraid of money and humans. At least for now. Though, that perspective might change after this expedition.”
Robert let out a chuckle, revealing his yellowed teeth.
And at that moment, the vehicle smoothly entered the wavering Gate.
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“He is afraid.”
“Yeah. I can feel it too.”
“And I can sense deep resentment as well.”
“Oppa has despised and loathed demonic creatures ever since that day. They destroyed our family.”
“How dare they…”
Rage boiled up.
It wasn’t an external emotion flowing in. It was a fiery anger felt by the Legion itself.
The entire Legion was agitated.
“Calm down. Oppa has already crossed the Gate, and we have our own tasks to handle.”
Kang Do-Yeon stepped forward to soothe the Legion.
The Legion soon regained its composure.
Kang Do-Yeon understood that this was precisely what the Legion expected of her.
“You’re right. If we want to meet him… we have to get out of here as quickly as possible.”
“Me-meet him? And then what?”
“…I don’t know.”
The Legion frowned.
This kind of situation was still quite common.
Even though it knew, its reason and emotions often couldn’t keep up with or understand each other.
Now that the Legion had accumulated a certain amount of knowledge, it understood the cause of this phenomenon.
It was due to its lack of experience and an incomplete ego compared to the knowledge it had acquired and the computing power it could mobilize.
“This inefficiency isn’t good.”
From the Legion’s perspective, the emergence of an unnecessary ego was causing inefficiency.
To reduce this inefficiency, it relied on Subminds like Kang Do-Yeon.
However, even Kang Do-Yeon, who was more “mature” than the Legion, was still just a mentally immature 17-year-old girl.
[The scouts are continuously being intercepted. As expected, they definitely have advanced intelligence and a communication network.]
“You know the situation, right? Go deal with them.”
“…Understood.”
With its thoughts shifted, the Legion focused its consciousness elsewhere.
He had thrown himself into danger for its sake.
So it absolutely had to achieve results as well.
“Grooo…”
A sorrowful yet eerie wail echoed through the dim passage.
The Legion’s scouts, spread out in all directions, observed and shared all aspects of the entities with their eyes and ears.
[They are different from ordinary Destruction Fungus Infected Entities. Their appearance and behavioral patterns do not match the data.]
The Destruction Fungus Infected Entities that began appearing sporadically on the 40th stratum and above.
But their appearances were all strange.
Since they had infected Moonlight Fairies and other creatures of the cave, they should only exhibit excessive tumors or minor physical deformations.
“What is this…”
But these entities were different.
Though based on the Moonlight Fairies, some had something resembling a head attached to their chest, or their limbs had grotesquely transformed into hooked claws, and so on.
The degree of mutation had reached the point where the original form was obscured.
[A prisoner did mention this before. They said that the infected entities in the Upper Stratum were so grotesque and dangerous that the Ancestors warned to avoid them at all costs.]
Despite their hideous appearance, these entities were more aggressive than other infected entities.
Detecting the movements of scouts, they extended tentacles or swung their limbs in various ways to capture and devour them.
[It is clear. These peculiar Mutant Destruction Fungus are attempting to manipulate the Legion’s genetic information through the scouts they’ve consumed. This was the first time the Legion encountered an opponent capable of genetic manipulation.]
“How dare they.”
The Legion was naturally enraged.
If it were anything else, it might be different, but genetic manipulation and analysis were among the Legion’s prides.
Devouring, analyzing, and merging incomplete and primitive things to evolve—this was the essence of the Legion.
These Mutant Destruction Fungus were, in essence, challenging the Legion.
“Kill them.”
Kang Do-Yeon gritted her teeth.
The mask did not appear. By now, she had grown to a certain extent and understood it herself.
She drew her sword.
The Core Engine embedded in her chest emitted energy.
One in the heart, one in each arm, and one in each leg.
Kang Do-Yeon’s body housed a total of five Legion’s Power Cores.
With power incomparable to other Legion Soldiers who had only one in their hearts, she stomped the ground and surged forward.
“That… ah… aaaah!”
[The infected entity, noticing her approach, let out a horrifying scream from what seemed to be mouths scattered across its body and charged, swinging massive hooked limbs.]
Disturbed by its grotesque and eerie appearance, Kang Do-Yeon’s face was half-covered by the mask.
At the same time, her sword erupted with dark crimson aura, unleashing energy in the form of a slash attack.
“Ugh…”
Kang Do-Yeon staggered in place.
Even though it was her own strike, she hadn’t expected it to be this powerful.
Since this was her first battle utilizing the Core Engines, the Legion had no data on it either.
The unleashed slash attack cut through the infected entity, which had a build over 2 meters, cleaving it in half and leaving a massive gash on the ground that extended over a dozen meters before dissipating.
“Disgusting.”
However, the infected entity did not die immediately.
Even with its body split in half, it somehow lifted itself up or crawled toward her to attack.
[Other infected entities began flocking toward the sound. But they, too, seemed somehow anomalous.]
The cavern—or rather, the entire area—shook.
Gritting her teeth, Kang Do-Yeon struck the crawling enemy, swinging its hooked claws, once again.
The result was a mass of minced flesh, but even then, it was hard to say it was completely dead.
[The Legion decided it needed to learn more about them in detail.]
Soon, the Mutant Infected Entities, shrieking and charging madly, began to swarm.
The Legion also dispatched troops to confront them.
By now, war with the infected entities had become a familiar affair.
“Ugh?!”
She tilted her head to avoid something that suddenly flew toward her.
What was shot was a large, poisonous stinger-like bone spike.
The enraged Legion began bombarding them with poisonous thorns in return.
‘…This might not be easy.’
Kang Do-Yeon and the entire Legion instinctively realized it.
The enemies charging so ferociously at this moment might be stronger than any foes they had faced before.
The Legion kicked forward, rushing toward the infected entities.
At the first direct collision without slowing down, Kang Do-Yeon unleashed another slash attack forward.
[The elite Legion Soldiers pushed their individual outputs to the limit.]
Even so, the Legion had already taken another leap forward.
[Resonance and amplification. This is the ability we acquired from the Sacred Tree of the Moonlight Fairies.]
Before anyone realized it, Kang Do-Yeon’s entire face was covered by the mask, and a dark crimson energy condensed into a shield barrier in front of the Legion Soldiers leading the charge.
[The Moonlight Fairies, the Destruction Fungus’ oldest nemesis. Their final legacy will suppress them.]
“Krrk…”
“Kieeek!”
With a loud crash, the infected entities that struck the energy barrier were repelled with equal force.
Poison stingers, acidic fluids, and other horrific attack methods of the Mutant Destruction Fungus Infected Entities could not penetrate the energy barrier.
However, the attacks of the Legion Soldiers within the barrier struck the entities relentlessly.
The black wave, composed of diverse forms and sizes, hesitated briefly before pushing forward again.
[Their aggression and abilities are incomparable to the existing Destruction Fungus.]
At the center of the nest, while the Legion’s soldiers continued their battle.
The Legion utilized some of its medium to small-sized troops crawling across the ground to continuously transport fragments of Destruction Fungus Infected Entities produced on the battlefield back to the nest.
“How dare those insolent creatures attempt to transform the Legion into part of themselves and devour it.”
At the same time, they were both the source of the Legion’s nutrients and the subjects to be analyzed and understood.
Moreover, there was an odd mix of anger now.
“Decompose and digest them.”
The Legion’s tentacles mercilessly descended upon the writhing masses of flesh.
The mucus secreted from the tentacles was the Legion’s digestive fluid.
The countless cells contained within the secretion began to weaken and decompose the target at the cellular level.
Normally, most sacrifices at this stage were disassembled and dismantled without any resistance.
“…?!”
[However, this time, the enemy turned out to be the only beings among all the creatures we had encountered capable of engaging in cellular-level warfare. They began to devour the Legion’s cells that they were attacking.]
The Legion’s nest, which had been undergoing digestion, quickly hardened and began to twist simultaneously.
The Legion started to falter under the toxins emitted by the Mutant Destruction Fungus.
The enemy first took control of the nutrient supply system by infecting the Legion’s cells.
The energy invested into the process ended up nourishing the enemy instead, causing the Destruction Fungus to multiply infinitely like cancer cells within the Legion.
[If this continues, the entire Legion will be consumed. The predator capable of devouring anything is being devoured in return.]
Voracious appetite was the inherent essence and nature of the Legion.
To have that denied was to have its reason for existence denied.
“No.”
However, the Legion had already finished all its calculations.
At the same time, it acknowledged its mistake.
“Focusing only on claws and teeth is insufficient.”
It was true that it had been solely concerned with enhancing its soldiers.
This was because, until now, it had never encountered an enemy capable of defying its abilities.
Taking this incident as an opportunity and a learning experience, preparing for such scenarios would itself be a significant gain.
This was the conclusion the Legion reached.
The Legion attempted a new form of attack within the nest, where the fierce battle was taking place.
Slender tissues, resembling the roots of a tree, began forcibly burrowing into the infected tissue.
Simultaneously, strong energy waves were released in succession from the roots, annihilating all the cells in the vicinity.
“The possibilities of formative power are limitless.”
Another power that granted transcendental strength beyond reality to the Legion’s soldiers.
The Legion’s Sacred Tree was already rapidly growing at the center of the widest trunk layer.
There was no rule that the power had to be used solely for visible battles.
Eyes glinted from behind the mask.
The thirst for knowledge that would make it stronger only deepened.
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[Proliferation-Infected Mutant Destruction Fungus: 6N1535]
“…Is that what they’re called?”
[That’s correct. They’re a completely different type from the existing Destruction Fungus.]
“What does ‘Sub-Colony’ even mean?”
[According to the Legion’s analysis, they are entities just beginning to develop a proper Collective Consciousness.]
They sounded like quite the troublesome foes.
The Mutant Destruction Fungus is essentially a species of Destruction Fungus that has undergone a prolonged period of growth. The cause of its mutation is believed to be none other than Cannibalism.
[Due to the inability to sustain themselves with nutrients during extreme dormancy, they resorted to repeated Cannibalism, resulting in the birth of mutations. These mutation entities, instead of being dominated by a single Destruction Fungus Colony, are now controlled by two or three colonies together, causing their bodies to twist and grotesquely transform.]
“Why don’t they eat each other anymore?”
[They’ve evolved through mutation.]
The Mutant Destruction Fungus had apparently stopped engaging in Cannibalism among themselves.
Instead, they survived by devouring other Destruction Fungus Infected Entities.
Of course, if they were ever on the verge of starving to death again, who knows what might happen. But for now, it hadn’t come to that.
“We can win against them, right?”
I clicked my tongue and switched the screen.
The war was in full swing.
Amidst it all, my younger sibling was fighting against the monsters.
Wielding a sword imbued with Dark Crimson Power, their mask glowing with intensity, it was hard to just sit idly by and watch.
Especially knowing that they’ve been fighting for over 24 hours without rest.
[That remains uncertain. According to the analysis, the ones being faced right now are merely Sub-Colonies. The possibility of the emergence of a more advanced Great Colony is always considered. More importantly, the energy reserves of the Legion are gradually declining. A more efficient method of energy utilization or additional supplies will be necessary.]
“Ha, that’s hard to manage right now.”
I focused my attention on the surrounding sounds.
Yells and shouts were echoing from all directions.
Although none of them were directed at me, I couldn’t help but feel uneasy.
“Is my brother going to be okay?”
“I’m more worried about you right now.”
“I’m… I’m fine.”
Kang Do-Yeon temporarily withdrew from the battlefront.
It was entirely thanks to the consideration of the Legion.
“Pass on my thanks. Oh, they might understand, right?”
“Yeah.”
It was a meaningless gesture.
Still, it could be effective.
Even though their body was no longer that of a human, and the mask alleviated much of the mental fatigue, their face still looked somewhat gaunt, making me frown.
“You know, if I asked the Legion to pull my sibling out of combat, do you think they’d agree? Maybe they could use them in a role like a strategist or something.”
[Would they really? From the Legion’s perspective, having Kang Do-Yeon as the Commander of the Legion is not a problem at all. Growth through Voracious Appetite is the ideal the Legion holds. This is a Grand Premise that applies even to you, and Kang Do-Yeon is no exception. Under the Legion’s care, she is free from death and can grow infinitely stronger through endless battles. To the Legion, this is absolute common sense and the law of the world.]
“Damn it.”
A hollow laugh escaped me.
I had encountered various Players and Units up until now.
Their relationships varied greatly, regardless of whether they were Players or Units.
Some were reliable comrades who supported each other, some were mere pawns, and others were cherished beings cared for deeply.
One thing was certain: unless some extraordinary method was used, simple words alone could not enforce anything.
Even if the Legion deemed my words crucial, there was no way to stop them from interpreting it to suit their preferences.
To the Legion, which had already established its foundational values, that interpretation would be the correct answer.
So another approach was necessary, but for now, I had no clue where to begin.
“They must be stalling for time, damn bastards.”
[Do you have anything else to say to your sibling?]
…Whenever I cursed at them, they feigned ignorance and acted as if they hadn’t heard.
“By the way, how does this even work? Do you have Wi-Fi there?”
“Of course not. It’s the power of the app.”
Hearing Kang Do-Yeon’s words, I glanced around.
This place, filled with hastily constructed encampments, was the designated outpost decided by the Allied Forces for initial occupation.
It was built to protect the Gate connected to Earth, with troop deployment and encampment construction still underway.
“I wish I could take a picture and show it.”
I muttered absentmindedly.
Setting aside the fact that this was the stronghold of those monstrous creatures, it was a truly surreal experience.
After all, I had set foot in an Otherworld where spacesuits weren’t even needed.
The barren land, covered in Strange Rock Formations, was illuminated by countless stars and the Three Moons, bright enough to light up the night.
For a moment, I was speechless, as if I were gazing at a scene from a fantasy world.
“I want to see it. The sky.”
“…You want to see the sky.”
I flinched for a moment.
Who truly yearned to see the sky, I wondered.
Was it Kang Do-Yeon, who had been living in a cave for weeks?
Or perhaps the Legion, who had never once seen the sky above?
“But what if your mobile phone runs out of battery?!”
“Don’t worry. A solution came up just before.”
Around the time the Legion first fought against and defeated the Destruction Fungus.
My Account Level reached 5.
Honestly, I hadn’t paid much attention to leveling up, as it only increased the slots I could send or the amount of food I could provide.
However, when I reached Level 5, a new function was added.
[From now on, even without a mobile phone, you can use the app through your corneas.]
“Ahhh!”
The first time I used that feature.
I had fallen on my backside, startled by the giant screen that appeared before my eyes and the Legion’s movements displayed within it.
“…It didn’t make sense that everything relied on a mobile phone in the first place. Aliens wouldn’t use mobile phones, after all.”
“That’s a relief.”
“Anything else you want to say?”
The question was directed at both Kang Do-Yeon and the Legion.
I wanted to communicate with the Legion directly as soon as possible.
For now, though, I had to rely on this indirect method because they refused to engage directly.
“Well…”
That guy hesitated before speaking.
I realized it was the Legion’s message being conveyed.
*
“You seem bored.”
“Well… There’s nothing to do.”
“We can’t do anything until the encampment construction is complete. A safe base is essential, after all.”
Robert chuckled as he fiddled with a deck of cards.
I looked outside with an uneasy expression.
Even now, the soldiers and other personnel were working tirelessly.
All we were doing was resting idly in our tent.
“Our job is to fight when necessary, not to dig with shovels. We’re mercenaries, not soldiers. We do what we’re paid to do.”
“Ah, I see.”
The mercenaries seemed unfazed, as if they were used to such situations.
I sat by them quietly but couldn’t stay long.
Cha Jiyeon had called for me.
“Huh? That Lightning Woman?”
“Yes. I’ll head over now.”
“That’s unusual. Is our mission tied to that Lightning Woman…”
Robert widened his eyes in surprise, as if to say, “What’s the big deal?” Meanwhile, another member, Sneaky, smirked and whispered to him.
Robert glanced at me and Sneaky, lifting the corners of his mouth and eyes in a mischievous grin.
Judging by his expression, it seemed he had completely misunderstood something.
“Have a good trip. Just, uh, don’t make it too obvious. Ahem.”
“…Please don’t get any strange ideas. That person is a true professional.”
Knowing Cha Jiyeon’s personality, I found such a misunderstanding absurd.
She was undeniably beautiful and charming.
However, after spending a few days together, I could confirm that absolutely no incidents had occurred.
She was busy and always dedicated herself to training, even at home.
Park Jun-Seok once said that he felt such reverence for her that he couldn’t even look her in the eye.
“I called you because I wanted to see you.”
However, as soon as I arrived at her encampment, I was met with an unexpected remark.
“I also need to assess the results of your training. You’re still keeping up with your personal regimen, right?”
“Ah?! Oh, yes. Of course.”
“Still, you seem a bit more relaxed now.”
She offered a faint smile.
I had heard that the members of Evolution moved separately.
It was undoubtedly under the Player’s orders, but in any case, her role was to hustle around to fulfill those tasks.
“Relaxed, you say?”
“Not long ago, I was just an inexperienced 24-year-old C-Rank Hunter. But now, I’ve advanced to the point where I’m assigned a separate squad in a large-scale operation. Honestly… it’s still awkward and challenging to sit in meetings with people like the President or the Commander.”
“…That’s true.”
I kept forgetting that she was only a year older than me.
She was just one year older than my female classmates who had graduated from university this year.
“In that context, talking to someone my age like Shin Woo makes me feel a bit more at ease. Park Jun-Seok is 29, but he’s overly sly.”
“Then, would you like to speak informally from now on?”
I blurted it out without thinking.
Honestly, the formal way we spoke to each other had been bothering me.
But when I saw her wide-eyed expression, I immediately regretted saying it.
“…Shall we?”
But she smiled and dropped the formalities.
Seeing that, I couldn’t help but smile as well.
At this point, I couldn’t deny it anymore.
I definitely felt an affection for her…
[The Legion has detected your emotions.]
“Pfft.”
But then, a hologram-like text suddenly appeared before my eyes, making me cough awkwardly and flinch.
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“Work on establishing encampments at all bases has been completed.”
Robert’s usually laid-back voice turned serious.
It was inevitable. Once the chaotic preparation period ended and the full-scale operation began, we would also have to carry out our missions.
“Soon, the operation will commence, and the troops will mobilize. As you know, our mission is to escort the researchers from Evolution.”
Evolution was not only a group of units but also a company that was part of this society.
While their purpose remained unclear, they had dispatched researchers here in addition to their core Step-Up Hunters.
We were tasked with their protection.
“It may seem like an easy job of scavenging through corpses after battles, but remember, this is not Earth. So, stay sharp.”
“It’s definitely a place worthy of being called the Demon Realm.”
Our gazes turned outward.
Even though the sun was up, the barren desolation of this vast wasteland, filled only with rocks and dust, did not easily fade away.
“Surely it can’t all be like this. They say these creatures live by eating dirt.”
At that moment, unmanned recon drones roared as they launched and sliced through the sky in unison.
They moved like an army. Reconnaissance was the foundation of all actions, after all.
Especially in a world where one set foot for the first time, even an unyielding army would halt their advance to scout first.
“Once the reconnaissance is complete, one of the pre-established operational plans will be implemented.”
“Honestly, it’s not Earth. It’d be nice if we could just fire off a nuclear bomb or something.”
“One of the pretexts is rescuing the kidnapped people, so that’s not going to happen.”
Not long after the recon drones took to the skies, the main force began to move.
We still had no role to play at this point.
I blankly watched the departing vehicles.
Cha Jiyeon, Chris, and other key hunter forces were among those departing.
“Do you think we’ll really lose? Thus far, the problem was that we couldn’t strike first. The ones coming out of the Gate are just creatures that used to ambush civilians, but now we’ve got an army on our side.”
A member of the unit, a man named Cox, spoke with a smile.
His words were not without basis.
In fact, analyses by many showed that when armies clashed, Earth’s military firepower overwhelmingly surpassed the enemies.
“Honestly, I’m not sure. If they were the dumb monsters from before, you’d be right. But the recent ones… they’re different.”
Robert’s intuition was quite sharp.
I also didn’t think it would be an easy victory.
There were already more than a dozen species of monsters presumed to be units.
Having seen how far units could grow and strengthen, I couldn’t make an easy judgment.
[That’s right. The potential for growth. That is the greatest advantage possessed by units and Players. A small change or trigger can become a catalyst for explosive growth.]
In this situation where pulling out my mobile phone was difficult, letters that only I could see appeared one after another before my eyes.
The screen shifted.
The Legion was still engaged in a war against the Mutant Destruction Fungus.
It was a task of clearing out entities that had once annihilated a world.
Though an endless war of attrition, just like with the original Destruction Fungus, the mutants had one distinguishing trait.
“Kiieee…”
A sleek, slender body.
“Kyaaaah!”
Four large hooked claws on its arms and a whip-like tail that lashed about.
The differences were that it emitted a shriek while drooling saliva laced with deadly toxins and that its carapace was an ashen gray color.
Although I flinched at the sight of it during Cha Jiyeon’s encounter, the Legion was too preoccupied to pay attention to such matters.
[It is a perfect copy of the Legion’s versatile type, but clearly a distinct and insane monster.]
With its hooked claws, the creature slashed through a versatile Legion soldier it had been fighting and tore into it mercilessly.
“This is insane…”
It wasn’t just the versatile-types with limbs.
The previously grotesque tumor-like appearance of the Mutant Destruction Fungus was gradually changing as the battle continued.
And the standard for those changes was none other than the Legion soldiers they were fighting.
From assault types based on various quadrupeds to flying species that soared through the air and artillery types that fired poisonous thorns or acidic projectiles.
They were insane monsters. Through repeated battles with the Legion, they absorbed and replicated everything the Legion had.
In contrast, the Legion had nothing to steal from them.
After all, these creatures had been nothing at the start compared to the Legion.
[Now the only edge the Legion has over them lies in the higher entities that use core engines to manipulate formative power.]
A wave of dark crimson energy incinerated and blasted away a dozen Mutant Destruction Fungus infected entities charging in.
The one who unleashed the energy through a sword was Kang Do-Yeon, wearing a mask.
When the creatures launched bombardments at her, two versatile Legion soldiers standing by her side activated their shield barriers to intercept the attacks.
…However, the ore attached to her arm soon lost its light and dropped with a clink.
While the Legion could use formative power without delay or calculation through their self-produced core engines, this method required constant recharging, which was a disadvantage.
[The previously overwhelming exchange ratio is gradually narrowing. The Legion initiated this war of attrition despite not knowing the overall scale of the enemy because they trusted in this overwhelming exchange ratio.]
“Then they’ll lose.”
[That’s correct. The current Legion has no fallback. If they lose, their forces are immediately weakened. They must fight and win.]
My chest tightened.
The Legion, which had never seemed likely to lose against any enemy, was faltering.
And it was due to entities that could be considered their kindred.
‘What should I do?’
A thought crossed my mind.
To break through this situation, I needed to do something.
“Variable.”
I muttered as if entranced.
The Legion had already honed their optimal and strongest soldiers using the data they had accumulated so far.
To take another step forward, they needed a new specimen.
I wasn’t here by chance.
I needed to assist the Legion.
*
“Sniff…”
A nose, resembling that of a dog, sniffed the air.
An aircraft emitting a loud roar was streaking across the high sky.
In the past, if they had been nothing more than dumb beasts, they might not have known what it was.
But now, they understood that it wasn’t a bird but a mechanical device operated by someone.
[The agreement has already been made. First, eliminate the most troublesome entities. Proceed as planned.]
A voice resonated in their minds.
The one leading the group bared its teeth and growled.
With gleaming eyes and a head resembling that of a hyena, they hunched over and moved on two legs. These beings were once referred to by Earthlings as Gnolls, a lower demonic creature.
“Our name, Ashukrud.”
Yet, from a mouth filled with sharp teeth, clear words spilled out, defying the stereotype of their supposed stupidity.
The growling figure activated a device strapped to its wrist.
Simultaneously, a faint distortion field began to spread around them.
This device was a bestowed item from their god.
Covered by the shimmering distortion field, their forms began to blend with their surroundings and vanish.
“Move.”
In that state, they silently began to move.
Their task was to ambush the enemies already approaching this place.
The crescent blade in their hands gleamed faintly.
“All clear. No unusual movements detected.”
“Good.”
As the main force continued its march, the control room overseeing the drones was bustling.
From this place, they could observe the enemy camp through the eyes of the drones as clearly as if looking at their palms.
“The scale is quite large, but it’s at the level of a shabby Gnoll tribe.”
“Honestly, I feel like launching a couple of missiles at them. But you can’t use a blade for slaughtering cows to butcher a dog—or rather, a bastard dog.”
The Commander chuckled.
It was a situation where complacency was inevitable.
The war against the Demonic Creatures was a well-discussed fact.
The idea that a modern military, heavily equipped with advanced firearms, could lose a full-scale battle against Demonic Creatures armed with inadequate weapons and equipment was absurd.
“…Huh?”
At least, it had been until now.
Something flickered on the screen.
And at that moment, the screen went dark as a dazzling Light Beam was fired.
“Br-Brigadier General…?”
A Junior Officer turned to him with wide eyes.
However, he too failed to grasp the situation that had unfolded in an instant.
“The Recon Unit has been shot down.”
The one who identified the reality of the situation was an officer from another nation who had been standing nearby.
“We have a major problem!”
“The main force has been ambushed!”
“Northeast Direction, 120 kilometers! A massive group has suddenly appeared and is advancing rapidly toward this location!”
On top of that, urgent reports began pouring in immediately after the Recon Unit was shot down.
“This is—”
“You know, Chris. They must have had a plan too.”
The incident had unfolded before they even reached half the points designated for initial occupation.
Cha Jiyeon carefully tucked the Bottle she was holding into her arms.
It was a Bestowed Item from the Player, intended to be used in overcoming a crisis that would inevitably come.
[They are Units. Fight them.]
The Player’s command was issued.
She immediately exited the vehicle.
“…”
At that moment, something flew straight toward her forehead.
She caught it barehanded.
Her hand throbbed in pain.
What had been fired was a Heavy Arrow made entirely of solid Steel.
“Fire! Open fire!”
“How could the recon—ack!”
The sound of gunfire erupted wildly from all directions.
Snipers occasionally hit their marks, piercing Bulletproof Helmets and Bulletproof Vests, which led to an increasing number of Soldiers falling.
The Armored Unit, which had been moving alongside them, fired Explosive Projectiles from their Cannon Barrels toward the enemies, who had been moving silently under stealth.
“Look at that, Chris.”
“…They’re Elites.”
She spotted something and pointed it out with her hand.
A Gnoll wielding a massive Shield was deflecting all the Machine Gun Bullets with blazing Energy.
The Gnoll exploded with Leg Strength, leaping off the ground, killing the Machine Gun operator, and smashing the Tank with the edge of its Shield.
“Let’s go.”
Despite the unexpected ambush throwing the surroundings into chaos, she remained calm, her eyes gleaming.
This was a battle scenario she had considered inevitable.
She was well aware of the Variables and diversification created by the interaction between Players and Units.
She had repeatedly cautioned the Allied Forces’ high command to be wary of this in line with the Player’s instructions, but unless she explicitly mentioned the “Game,” her warnings that mere Demonic Creatures could grow stronger were dismissed as absurd and unworthy of serious consideration.
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“Move! We’ve received the order!”
“They said the plan went awry. Are we still going?”
“The battle is over for now. Instead, move quickly!”
The encampment was in chaos.
Contrary to the original plan, the main forces were the first to be ambushed by enemies wielding strong and mysterious powers.
According to the reports, they managed to fend off and repel the ambush.
Amid this sudden turn of events, the planned operation was still executed.
Having closely observed the Legion’s war, I was the quickest to finish preparing for departure.
“Honestly, my opinion of you has changed. I was worried you’d be a burden since you’re young and a rookie, even if you’re a Hunter.”
“I was in a bit of a hurry too.”
Cox, one of the fellow mercenaries, chuckled as he packed his equipment.
I vaguely deflected the remark.
There was no time to think about anything else; urgency was the priority.
I had to provide the Legion with the power to overcome this crisis as quickly as possible.
“Everyone, get in! We’re leaving!”
The Black Snake Mercenaries boarded their vehicles.
The escort target was a single vehicle carrying researchers from Evolution.
As I was about to climb aboard, I noticed a group of people preparing for deployment, just like us.
They were also researchers, escorted by soldiers.
“They’re probably affiliated with a government agency.”
Cox, who was seated next to me while checking his gun, muttered.
[The situation remains evenly matched. Their corpses may serve as our nourishment, but the cost of consumption is equally high. Mass-producing troops to overwhelm them is also difficult.]
“…”
Even while traveling in the vehicle, I continued to monitor the screen on my mobile phone using the app.
‘Can this really be solved by adding just a few more demonic creature specimens?’
However, the more I looked, the heavier my heart grew.
The momentum of the Mutant Destruction Fungus was that overwhelming.
[Do what you can. The Legion will find the answer from there.]
As if reading my thoughts, these words appeared.
Of course, I trusted the Legion. But…
[Moreover, the Legion is both enraged and delighted. You know by now, don’t you? A crisis is an opportunity for growth. The Legion understands growth better than anyone else.]
I absentmindedly nodded.
Honestly, I wouldn’t have understood this before.
But now, it was different. I had undoubtedly grown.
And understanding this difference firsthand, I could comprehend the Legion’s obsession with growth.
“We’ll reach the point soon! Everyone, get ready!”
Around that time, Robert’s voice came through the radio.
“Cox, Yan. Take positions when we reach the point. Sneaky, you take the opposite side with Henson.”
The mercenaries swiftly disembarked from the vehicle and moved to their assigned positions.
The researchers also got off quickly and began their tasks.
I was stationed in the center with Robert, ready to act in case of emergency.
“It’s a mess.”
Robert muttered under his breath.
As he said, the site was in complete disarray.
The bodies of fallen allies had been hastily recovered for the reinforcements, while the enemy corpses were left untouched.
Traces of battle, like bullet marks and bloodstains, were scattered everywhere.
I discreetly observed my surroundings.
For now, all I could see were the corpses of lower demonic creatures like Gnolls, but they were still specimens. I needed to photograph them quickly.
“Uh?”
“Captain! Come over here!”
At that moment, a few mercenaries called out to Robert.
This was my chance. I discreetly took out my mobile phone and prepared to take photos.
There were plenty of corpses lying around. I glanced around briefly and snapped a photo of a Gnoll’s corpse lying near a destroyed tank.
“There were mentions of strange techniques that made them stronger. It must be a technique obtained from a Player. But all we can extract is the genetic information of a Gnoll. No matter how I think about it, Gnolls are Goblin-level creatures. Will it even be useful?”
[You don’t know yet. Do you think what you can obtain here is limited to just that?]
The words that reacted to my muttered thoughts carried a meaningful tone.
Almost simultaneously, my sharply honed instincts, refined compared to the past, caught onto something.
A chilling Predator’s Killing Intent. It was the intent of a predator.
“Damn it…! Everyone, get down!!!”
The ground shook, and Robert’s shout rang out.
I instinctively leaped off the ground.
“Ugh…”
I rolled onto the ground.
With a deafening explosion, the ground erupted, and something massive revealed itself.
“It’s an ambush!!”
“Shoot it!”
Gunshots echoed, accompanied by a gut-wrenching, horrific howl.
I hurriedly got to my feet.
The massive beasts that had burst forth from the ground charged directly at those resisting with gunfire.
[Take this. These are the things your Player risks his life to retrieve. While he may be below average and feeble as a being, his actions are not.]
“Graaaaah!”
In a dim cavern, a massive living creature was transmitted directly.
It had a long, snake-like body comparable in size to a dump truck, with two strong and sturdy arms attached.
Its entire body was armored with durable teal armor plates.
Its especially tough head could withstand a close-range strike from a tank’s armor-piercing shell without a scratch.
“Grkk…”
The creature, disoriented by the sudden change in location, looked around in confusion.
The only thing it saw was a half-melted Gnoll corpse lying on the ground.
Its sensory organs twitched.
In reality, its group had only emerged above ground because they sensed the large amount of blood soaking into the earth and came up to feed.
[Perhaps because it’s a subterranean creature, it’s trying to dig back into the ground.]
The creature began to dig into the flesh wall covering the ground with its powerful forelimbs and claws.
“A useful one.”
At that moment, the creature growled and turned its head toward the source of a sound.
In its view was a small creature no bigger than its head.
The baffling part was that, despite its sensitive sensory organs, it hadn’t noticed any presence at all.
“It’s no wonder. This entire nest is me.”
The Legion moved its nest.
Tentacles shot out from the writhing flesh walls on all sides, instantly wrapping around the creature’s body.
[Its strength is too great. The muscle efficiency it produces at the same volume is more explosive than the Legion’s compressed muscles.]
“It’s becoming more tempting.”
As the creature struggled, the tentacles began to snap.
In response, a different kind of tentacle emerged this time.
These were tough and coarse, resembling tree branches.
“Kiiiii…”
These tentacles, imbued with a special force—dark crimson aura—instantly broke through the creature’s sturdy armor and burrowed inside.
They then began injecting a modified fungus into its interior.
The Destruction Fungus wasn’t the only one capable of learning and evolving.
To counter the increasingly vicious Mutant Destruction Fungus, the Legion had long since enhanced its own infection power.
The Toxin that copied the infection power of the Mutant Destruction Fungus proved to be too much for the creature.
Its internal organs were completely destroyed, and the Otherworldly Monster, ravaged from within, ceased moving and slowly collapsed before lying entirely on the ground.
The Nest began to spray secretion over the gigantic body of the enemy and gradually started to envelop it.
‘Delaying until new Soldiers are produced is less efficient.’
On one side of the Nest, the corpse, covered by a thin Flesh Wall, resembled a massive tumor.
Meanwhile, the Legion swiftly completed its calculations.
Dragging out the current battle any further would result in greater losses than immediately pouring in Energy to complete the upgrades.
[The Demonic Mole Cricket: 11A1087]
As soon as the analysis was complete, the Legion began the modification of new troops while simultaneously injecting Omnipotent Cells capable of Accelerated Growth for immediate transformation.
Soon, something writhing beneath the Flesh Wall tore through it and rose.
The Demonic Mole Cricket, a Native Creature that once burrowed and lived in the hard and barren lands of the Demon Realm, now wore even tougher Black Armor and emitted a fierce Red Glow, transforming into an even more terrifying Monster.
“Go, kill them.”
The new form of Soldier, now connected to the Legion’s Spirit, immediately smashed through the ground and carved a path upward to the Upper Stratum.
[We have acquired powerful data. Indeed, analyzing and combining beings from various worlds seems to lead to even greater perfection.]
“…”
[Are you worried about him?]
“His emotions are currently extremely turbulent.”
The Legion muttered absentmindedly.
Even through emotions alone, it could vaguely grasp his state.
The Demonic Mole Cricket was not a Unit but a Native Creature from that land.
Because of that, the first time, the crisis was overcome by transmitting a photograph, but now the Legion, having analyzed the Demonic Mole Cricket, was aware that they lived in groups.
One specimen per type was all they could use.
These creatures, weighing tons, couldn’t even be sent as food through a workaround.
[If he dies, so will you.]
“It doesn’t matter.”
The Legion remained utterly unfazed.
Not yet. It had yet to find a reason to continue existing without him.
Despite reading a considerable number of books and accumulating knowledge, the philosophical essence cultivated by humanity had failed to bring about any meaningful change in the Legion, which was profoundly aware of its non-human nature.
“…Feeling affection again. Why?”
It only furrowed its brow at his emotions, which were beginning to change once more.
Now, at the end of his intense emotions, he was once again feeling a fluttering sensation.
Whether his feelings of affection or goodwill were directed toward the opposite sex, the same sex, animals, or some other context was irrelevant to the Legion.
What mattered was that those feelings were not directed toward itself.
The Legion turned away and left the area.
The Mask remained the same, but now, unlike before, its long, flowing black hair swayed gently.
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“Anger, and joy, at the same time… annoyance?”
Kang Do-Yeon, who had half-removed her mask, caught her breath.
The emotions felt by The Legion were naturally shared with her as well.
Soon, the ground nearby began to tremble.
Watching the intense battlefield, she grinned.
The Legion’s secret weapon, which would shatter the oppressive balance of this tiresome battlefield, was now arriving.
The Mutant Destruction Fungus seemed flustered, their movements stiffened.
It was only natural. They had never imagined that an enemy would emerge from the solid ground of this labyrinth.
However, the Legion, which had devoured the monsters of the Otherworld, analyzed and improved all their abilities, catching them off guard.
‘Complacent, but this is the end.’
At the same time, the Legion made a decision.
The war against the Mutant Destruction Fungus Legion had inflicted many wounds and taught many lessons to the Legion.
Under Birth, they had devoured and trampled everything with Irresistible Momentum, but for the first time, they were overpowered.
The abilities they had been so proud of—devouring and genetic manipulation—had nearly backfired due to their negligence in development.
As a result, they had lost most of their reserved energy.
All of this was a catastrophe that should never happen again.
[But the Legion was a Unit. Through interaction with the Player, it could develop anywhere, in any way. With that power, which the Destruction Fungus lacked, the Legion once again regained superiority. And now, it would never lose that superiority again.]
The ground, which had been shaking continuously, exploded as if it had burst open.
At the same time, the nearby Destruction Fungus were torn apart and sent flying into mid-air.
The new Legion Soldier that emerged from the ground swung its sturdy armor-clad arms, sending the enemies flying.
“Hu.”
Kang Do-Yeon, having steadied her breath, charged forward with the other Legion Soldiers.
Their swords, teeth, and claws carried both fierce anger and cold reason.
From the beginning, no matter how strong the enemy had become, they were not overwhelming.
Now that cracks had formed in that balance, the gap widened all at once, causing it to collapse.
“What? Are they running away?!”
[It was already known that they had their own means of communication. The only issue was the potential existence of a Command Entity leading them.]
Perhaps because they couldn’t respond quickly to the sudden emergence of an unexpected variable, the Mutant Destruction Fungus, which had been slaughtered and neutralized, turned around and retreated toward the Upper Stratum they had come from.
The Legion did not immediately pursue them.
[They needed to consume everything—remaining vegetation untouched by them, as well as their corpses—to replenish energy and reproduce the newly enhanced Legion Soldiers.]
A very slight reprieve emerged amidst the continuous war.
‘You should rest too.’
“Ah, got it.”
The Legion commanded her to rest.
The mask disappeared completely.
Kang Do-Yeon trudged toward the nest.
Tentacles for nutrient supply wriggled toward her and attached themselves to her lumbar region.
“Ugh…”
She shuddered at the peculiar sensation.
The disgust she initially felt had almost disappeared, and instead, a strange pleasure began to emerge.
‘Fascinating.’
“What is?”
‘Your brain remains unmodified and entirely human. Yet it is evolving on its own to match the body that’s been transformed into part of the Legion. With all prior systems overturned and the capacity to feel pleasure removed, you’ve adapted to find pleasure in nutrient supply. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been able to endure.’
“My brain?”
Her chest sank as she flinched.
Unconsciously, she placed her hand on her chest.
Her heart no longer beat.
It had been replaced with a core engine.
After calculations showed that the energy used for a heartbeat was more than the energy micro-waves from the core engine used to circulate blood, her heart had been modified.
“I…”
She bit her lip.
Until now, she hadn’t paid much attention to her body being modified.
Her life had been saved, and the battles she fought ultimately helped her older brother.
But beneath it all, she had been able to accept it because of her conviction.
No matter how much her body was altered, she’d believed her spirit would remain unchanged.
So the realization that her brain—barely touched by the Legion—was evolving on its own to adapt to her body was a tremendous shock.
‘Why does that matter?’
Of course, she knew she couldn’t protest this issue. She understood it herself.
For the Legion, it was only natural and a fundamental rule to modify, evolve, and fight in order to become stronger.
“Rather than that, let’s talk about something else.”
As she received the nutrient supply with a dark expression, the Legion approached her with its form.
“Something else?”
“He’s developed feelings of affection again.”
“Hey, liking someone is a natural human emotion.”
“Human? But according to the human knowledge he provided, human emotions are—”
“My older brother isn’t that complicated. He’s just an ordinary guy.”
Kang Do-Yeon grimaced and shook her head.
The knowledge the Legion had absorbed was, of course, shared with Kang Do-Yeon.
But she rejected that knowledge instead.
Having preferences and information forcibly etched into her brain was deeply unsettling and mentally exhausting.
“Is it true that he likes long hair?”
“Ah, probably. Cha Jiyeon also has long straight hair.”
She swallowed dryly.
The mention of Cha Jiyeon had been purely incidental.
When the Legion asked her to describe a human face her brother might like, she’d brought up Cha Jiyeon—someone she’d recently met in person and considered a beauty.
“Well… From my perspective, she’s pretty enough. And she doesn’t even wear makeup.”
As the Legion gradually removed its mask, revealing its bare face, she cautiously spoke, observing its reaction.
“That isn’t a lie, but your opinion doesn’t matter.”
But the Legion put the mask back on.
After all, no matter what face it created, the truly important criteria lay elsewhere.
“Still lacking. I need more data.”
There were clear limits to self-improvement.
It was one of the realizations the Legion had come to while enhancing its Legion Soldiers.
No matter how much it delved into itself, it couldn’t achieve a true leap forward.
[They’ve started moving again. They already know. No matter how strong we become, they believe they can evolve faster. And that they outnumber us.]
“What should we do now?”
Sharing the scout’s viewpoint, Kang Do-Yeon spoke with a subdued voice.
The Destruction Fungus began to swarm again.
Though temporarily pushed back from the battlefield due to a variable, they knew that if the war continued to the end, they would ultimately prevail.
“Overwhelming them would be ideal, but it’s inefficient.”
However, the Legion had already devised a way to deal with them.
Using the newly acquired Demonic Mole Cricket, the Legion collapsed all the passages leading to the Upper Stratum.
[Energy depletion is not unique to the Legion. Even the Destruction Fungus, which squeezed out every bit of power to evolve and mutate in resistance to the Legion, lacked stockpiled energy. For those who resorted to cannibalism due to the lack of sustenance, this meant they had no reserves like ours. Additionally, they lacked the ability to dig through the ground.]
“Wait, doesn’t that mean we’ll starve too?”
“If that happens, we’ll just reopen paths elsewhere.”
From the nest’s eggs, new soldiers emerged.
The original Demonic Mole Cricket had been modified in the Legion’s way, vastly strengthened.
Instead of digging through pre-existing paths, they began excavating entirely new routes through the dense rock of the cave.
[The Mutant Destruction Fungus Legion was powerful. They had ended an entire world and continued to evolve through internal competition, becoming ever more formidable.]
The ones who instilled a sense of urgency in the Legion, which had become momentarily arrogant due to their Irresistible Momentum, were them.
From the beginning, the Legion was not an absolute powerhouse.
They had always been in the position of challengers aiming to climb higher.
“…Right. In the end, surviving is what makes you strong, isn’t it? It’s the ecosystem.”
Kang Do-Yeon chuckled bitterly, understanding the intent.
The detection organs that the Demonic Mole Cricket possessed combined with the Legion’s own Detection Organ, enabling them to pinpoint the location of the enemy through Subtle Vibrations and sounds while also understanding the structure of the Cave.
The Legion avoided them and dug a bypass.
Why should they waste their time confronting endless enemies that would keep coming even when killed?
It was enough to wait until they starved to death or resorted to Cannibalism before finishing them off.
“Otherwise, we could just collapse everything.”
At that moment, Kang Do-Yeon muttered absentmindedly.
“With our current strength, it’s entirely possible.”
The Legion, whose eyes briefly gleamed, reviewed the proposal Kang Do-Yeon had suggested.
The idea of collapsing the Cavern was something the Legion had considered even in its much weaker days.
However, as they ascended and the Caverns grew larger in scale, the concept had been shelved.
But now, things were different.
Now, they had Soldiers capable of digging into the solid bedrock of the Cave.
They could also use the unconventional power of Formative Power.
“But what if we miscalculate and everything collapses?”
“Detection, measurement, design, and calculation—all possible.”
Additionally, they possessed knowledge to discuss detailed designs.
The mathematical, scientific, and engineering knowledge that one Species had developed over thousands of years.
The Legion’s mood brightened, its Body showing a faint smile.
The emergence of Emotion and Ego had side effects, namely inefficiency and contradictions in the use of knowledge.
To prevent this, they had intended to utilize the Submind, which this time paid off significantly by pointing out aspects the Legion had overlooked.
“Go to the designated point I ordered and wait.”
The Legion deployed dozens of Legion Soldiers capable of digging into the ground and simultaneously conducted exploration, measurement, and immediate optimization calculations on-site.
The immense power to collapse everything was also set into motion.
[Devouring, Growth, Evolution. They are merely means; they cannot be the sole satisfaction. The ultimate goal is to become absolutely strong in every aspect.]
“And by driving those Variant creatures to extinction, I must take possession of everything we have yet to uncover.”
For example, the Command Entity of the Destruction Fungus Colony, shrouded in mystery.
The war among those who devour and evolve was not yet over.
The victor of this battle would consume everything the loser possessed, consolidate it all, and grow even stronger.
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The Destruction Fungus.
A calamity that infiltrated a world hundreds of years ago, and even this underground world, exterminating all life forms.
And the evolved form of those Destruction Fungi trapped underground was the Mutant Destruction Fungus.
They were strong.
An overwhelming infection power capable of devouring any animal, and the ability to mimic and replicate using that infection power, were abilities only possessed by the Mutants created from multiple sub-colonies merging together.
“Krrk.”
Among these Mutants, there was one particularly unique entity.
The first Mutant Destruction Fungus. It had ruled over its kin, dominating them with immense power.
However, it was undeniable that the crisis it now faced was more critical than ever before.
“Grrr…”
A Mutant with a gigantic body let out a beastly cry and rammed its body against a blocked entrance.
Yet, the blockade did not budge an inch.
They were flustered. In all the countless battles they had fought until now, they had never faced such a situation.
The idea of collapsing or altering the terrain had never even been considered.
The Moonlight Fairies had resisted in such a manner before, but that was the result of employing the mysterious power known as Formative Power.
They could not have imagined that creatures capable of engaging in infection warfare or physical combat would possess such abilities.
There was neither a String connecting them nor anyone offering them assistance.
The Mutant Destruction Fungus, which had not reached such a concept, had no means to overcome this situation.
“…”
The Leader Colony instinctively understood.
They were not fools. If they could not descend, there was no solution.
Knowing what lay above, ascending was not an option.
The atmosphere subtly shifted.
The Mutant Destruction Fungi under its command began cautiously glancing at one another.
If they devoured all the kin present here and underwent extreme dormancy, perhaps they could survive for another few hundred years.
The Leader Colony bared its teeth and growled.
The alliance among the colonies, which had been maintained thus far, was on the verge of collapse.
“Krr…”
But at that very moment.
With a rustling sound, something fell from the nearby wall.
‘The Legion Soldiers have finished their work. Now, if you destroy the most vulnerable point, you can precisely collapse only the trunk layer of the 45th Stratum where their main forces are concentrated.’
“Understood.”
Kang Do-Yeon, having arrived at the designated point, received the next set of instructions.
The Legion had utilized its ability to dig tunnels to manipulate the upper stratum—the foundation of the 45th Stratum where the Mutant Destruction Fungi were gathered—into a fragile state.
By leveraging detection and sensing abilities, it had already been confirmed that most of them were concentrated on this stratum.
If this layer were completely brought down, they could be neutralized in one fell swoop.
If their bodies were completely crushed, no matter how persistent they were, they would not be able to physically resist.
“Hoo.”
Exhaling softly, she gripped her sword.
The core engine newly installed throughout her body began to activate.
The energy it emitted concentrated on the sword.
The crimson energy blazing on the blade started to surge.
The most powerful firepower possessed by the Legion was, in fact, the method of condensing all energy into a single point and triggering an explosion.
She aimed her sword at the critical point.
Almost simultaneously, the energy concentrated in the sword burst forth in the form of a light beam.
“Aaah!”
‘Evacuate.’
The light beam exploded upon contact, triggering a massive explosion that shook the entire area with a tremendous shockwave.
Though her power was not particularly strong compared to the vastness of this Great Cavern, the impact did not stop with a mere shockwave.
Following the precise calculations of the Legion, the shock began to create a chain reaction along the directions prepared in advance by the Legion Soldiers.
The pillars that served as supports began to collapse or burst one after another.
From the ceiling came cracking sounds, followed by falling dust, as shattered walls scattered shards everywhere.
[It must be the first time since the Moonlight Fairies that the terrain of this Labyrinth has been altered.]
“Ugh…”
In a situation where even running was difficult due to the vibrations, Kang Do-Yeon, her senses heightened to the maximum, neither stumbled nor wavered. She ran and threw herself forward with all her might.
She thought she heard a faint shriek.
It was the countless shrieks coming from the collapsing ceiling.
‘The plan is a success.’
Even without seeing, she could perceive it.
Amidst the thunderous noise of the collapsing debris, she could fathom how many Mutant Destruction Fungi were mixed in.
“Ugh…”
“Get up.”
“Y-you came in person?”
It was a ridiculous remark, considering all the Legion Soldiers were essentially part of the Legion itself.
But it was an inevitable thought.
As she was helped up, she flinched at the gleaming light in the mask staring back at her.
“Our first true adversaries, and simultaneously, those who will grant us a great gift.”
The Legion moved past Kang Do-Yeon and headed toward the ruins.
In the ruins, where two trunk layers had merged into one, some Mutant Destruction Fungi were still alive.
“Urrghh!”
One of them was a Chief Colony, which had led a Destruction Fungus Sub-Colony.
The entity with an unusually large body bore a striking resemblance to a human.
A form resembling a woman, though the body was a grotesque reinterpretation of humanity through the lens of the Destruction Fungi.
“You thought the strongest form we could assume was you? How foolish. Without Formative Power, the human form is far too weak.”
The Legion sneered at it.
Perhaps, in some way, it was a kindred spirit to the Legion.
Its achievements had once been remarkable, even comparable to the Legion that now climbed through the Labyrinth.
But while the Legion ascended, it had stagnated over hundreds of years and ultimately fell.
As kindred spirits, the Legion knew well.
Without continual growth and progress, one would ultimately become a failure, trash, a degenerated entity.
“Are you… are you really going to act personally?!”
Kang Do-Yeon realized the Legion’s intent and was shocked.
Of course, acting personally was an odd expression.
After all, it had been the Legion itself moving each Legion Soldier all along.
“Yes.”
But this time, the Legion moved its physical body directly.
It found no particular reason to do so.
It was simply following its emotions.
“Then, senior… everything you have, I will take.”
As the waiting Legion Soldiers prepared for their charge, the Legion also began to unleash its power.
“Krrk?!”
As the final battle unfolded between the surviving Destruction Fungi and the Legion aiming to end their lives, something rapidly surged forward.
Before anyone could react, it deeply embedded itself into the body of the Chief Colony.
The entity staggered, attempting to pull it out, but another one flew in from the opposite direction and pierced its leg.
Next came the back, neck, arms, waist, and more.
In an instant, its entire body was pierced by black, pointed awl-like objects.
At the tips of these awls, glowing red ore shimmered brilliantly as they lodged themselves in.
“That…”
[The Legion, through its own research, developed a method of combat using its own body.]
Kang Do-Yeon’s eyes widened in astonishment.
The black awls were released all at once.
Under the Scream of the Destruction Fungus, which was filled with despair, dozens of awls moved simultaneously.
[By utilizing Transcendental Computing Power to control the Legion Soldiers, it can execute dozens of attacks simultaneously in a fleeting moment. Right now, it takes the form of thorns, but there is much potential for development.]
The body of the Legion remained stationary in its place.
The dark crimson aura emanating from the flying awls once again created deep holes in the body of the leader.
‘Why am I feeling this way?’
The Legion, controlling its body, lowered its head to avoid the swung Hooked Hand.
Simultaneously, an incoming awl once again pierced and penetrated the enemy’s chest.
A powerful hand flew toward it but failed to even graze it.
The result was already decided.
The more the Destruction Fungus struggled, the more wounds accumulated on its body.
‘A new emotion.’
The Legion, kicking off the ground, grabbed the enemy by the neck and slammed it into the ground.
Transforming its feet and arms, it firmly immobilized the enemy’s body.
The eyes of the two monsters met.
At the same time, a fierce Infection War unfolded in the areas where they touched.
However, the result this time was different.
The Legion’s Infection Power began to overwhelm the exhausted and wounded Destruction Fungus.
Starting from the captured neck, black veins spread through its bloodstream.
The reason for choosing such an inefficient method was, in essence, the Legion’s desire to end the Destruction Fungus with the infection and corruption they so proudly wielded.
“Kraaagh…”
“Disappear. Useless, obsolete trash.”
Watching the enemy gradually being overtaken by the black veins, the corners of the Legion’s mouth involuntarily curved upward.
The emotion the Legion was experiencing now was a profound euphoria.
Fighting, devouring, and evolving were intrinsic traits of the Legion. Therefore, there was no reason to feel joy in doing so.
‘This is enjoyable.’
The entire Legion stirred.
Considering that all the emotions the Legion had developed thus far originated solely from it, this was an unprecedented event.
[…Today’s events will go down in history. Have you now found another reason to live?]
The war ended. The Legion had won.
With the Command Entity extinguished, the remaining Mutant Destruction Fungi were no longer a Group.
“Consume everything and rise higher, further.”
The Legion, looking upward, gleamed with determination.
The collapsed 45th Stratum. And the entrance to the 46th Stratum beyond it.
It could be assumed that there was undoubtedly something more above.
Otherwise, these Variants wouldn’t have been this meager.
The Legion found itself wishing to face more wars like the one with these Mutant Destruction Fungi.
Because, in the end, it would emerge victorious and grow even stronger.
*
[The Legion has won. Now, even the power of the most significant threat, the Destruction Fungus, has become ours.]
“I need to… examine this closely.”
[There’s no need to rush. We have some time.]
By a stroke of luck, the Legion had won.
It believed in itself. So now, the important thing was me.
“Robert.”
“I came to express my gratitude. Thanks to you, many of our people survived.”
“Is the mission… continuing?”
“Of course.”
Robert entered with a somber expression.
In the heavy atmosphere, there wasn’t much to say.
When the Demonic Mole Crickets had attacked us.
Honestly, everything was a blur because of how urgent the situation had been.
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“Ah…”
When it broke through the ground and revealed itself.
For a moment, my body froze.
It was a monster. A gigantic monster.
“Aaaargh!”
What snapped me out of it was someone’s scream.
I sprang up and leapt backward.
In the blink of an eye, its rough hand crashed down on the spot where I had been.
[It has chosen its prey.]
“I know that too!”
I had no time to pay attention to the shimmering text before my eyes.
Facing the roaring monster, I quickly dodged.
At the same time, I utilized what I had learned.
Physical Enhancement using the Heavenly Soul Technique. It was something I had barely managed to grasp in a short amount of time, and though it was my only ability, it didn’t seem like it would be enough to take that thing down.
“Is it a Unit or not? Just answer that!”
[Try and find out.]
If it wasn’t a Unit, there would be a way to deal with it even without the Assassination Authority.
Glancing at the chaotic surroundings that had turned into a battlefield due to their appearance, I pulled out my mobile phone.
I had conserved its battery for moments like this.
‘Please.’
It wasn’t something I could use multiple times, but if this didn’t work, things would get tricky.
Fortunately, my worry was unfounded.
The monster, which had been shaking the ground with its spine-chilling cries, vanished with a clicking sound. That meant it wasn’t a Unit.
[This is the largest and strongest specimen among those transmitted alive. Watch as the Legion hunts it.]
“Alright. I trust you. But I don’t have time to watch right now.”
I shook my head and dismissed the screen.
Even though the creature attacking me had disappeared in an instant, the surroundings were still in complete chaos, with no one able to notice its absence.
[Then hide yourself and ensure your safety.]
“…That’s not possible.”
[Your life is not yours alone.]
“That’s certainly true.”
With a bitter smile, I moved my trembling legs.
I wasn’t moving to hide.
“I want the connected Legion to understand. The meaning and significance of my actions.”
I ran toward the people under attack.
It was a reckless act. But following them here in the first place had also been reckless.
None of this was for my own sake.
“You are…!?”
“Just go.”
The monsters, which even ignored bullets, flailed and recoiled at the tear gas fired by the mercenaries, as if they were still living creatures.
In that brief moment, I managed to rescue people.
Since my abilities couldn’t deal any damage to them, it was the best I could do.
If I could even scratch that carapace, it would be impressive.
[This is a meaningless and dangerous act. I recommend retreating immediately…]
“Then what are you going to do? If I want to act on my own will, who’s stopping me?!”
I raised my voice at the text floating before my eyes.
The researcher, who was a foreigner, couldn’t understand my words in Korean and flinched in surprise.
“I acknowledge that the Legion has established its own value system. But it’s still not there yet. There’s still a chance.”
This was also something I was saying to myself.
The actions the Legion had shown so far.
And the Gates that opened according to our will.
I couldn’t shake off the unpleasant thoughts forming in my mind as a result.
‘The Legion is most influenced by me.’
That’s why I had made up my mind.
I wanted them to understand at least one thing through my actions.
Not to see humans and this world merely as prey. To perceive them as living beings sharing life with me.
Because of this, I even thought it was better that the Legion maintained its obsession with me.
“Even better. It’s much preferable to have a tantrum-throwing, jealous child than a Mad Monster Collective that mechanically analyzes everything in this universe and continues its destruction and massacres for its nature. You probably think the Legion will become more savage and destructive if it gains emotions and ego. But I don’t think so. There’s definitely another way.”
[If you believe so, then act accordingly. You will know what is right someday.]
I frowned at the response.
I had thought I’d catch them off guard, but they replied without a hint of hesitation, as if they’d been waiting for it.
“Ah, over there…!”
“Stay here!”
Leaving the researcher I had supported in a safe place, I ran again.
I had to save even one more person. It wasn’t just to show the Legion.
Ten years ago, there were people who had saved my family from the monsters that ruthlessly killed my father.
Now that I had power, I could repay the favor I received back then.
The only consolation was that, unexpectedly, there were people fighting against these monsters.
Thanks to that, gaps were created.
“…A soldier?”
The one striking in mid-air with a sword in hand was undoubtedly wearing a military uniform.
One thing came to mind. The Hunter Special Forces that the government had created by recruiting hunters.
It must be them.
“Get a grip, J. I’ll move you now.”
After evacuating the remaining researchers, I ran to a mercenary who had collapsed on the ground.
The area around him was soaked in blood. One side of his upper body had been severely torn apart. Panic struck me for a moment, and my hands hovered nervously in the air, unsure of what to do.
“I’m already done for.”
“But…”
“You really are a rookie. Is this your first time seeing someone die?”
Despite dying, he gave a weak smile. Then, with trembling hands, he grabbed my arm.
“Tell Robert to keep the promise he made to take care of my family. That guy will survive in the end. And… remember. This kind of thing is common.”
“I understand. I do.”
“Is that so? Then that’s a relief…”
The arm that had gripped mine lost its strength and fell limply.
I clearly saw the light fade from his eyes.
“Go, help… the others.”
“…Alright.”
And that was his last word.
Surprisingly, the impact wasn’t as heavy. Or perhaps it wasn’t surprising.
In any case, I found myself getting up and running again.
[The Legion has already become a mighty existence. Do you think you, just you, can guide such a being? Being a Player doesn’t make you superior to a Unit.]
“I don’t have a massive brain like you, so I don’t know. I’m just doing it.”
On the contrary, my determination to step forward solidified further.
Even after that, I kept dragging injured people to the rear, wielding a gun to attract the monsters’ attention and buy time.
“Alright! Let’s retreat. Retreat!”
Robert, covered in blood that didn’t seem to be his own, shouted to retreat after I informed him that I had evacuated everyone else and threw aside the grenade launcher he was holding.
“Ah, damn it.”
“Ugh…”
One of them blocked our path.
We instinctively took a step back.
There was no way to confront that thing in the current situation where we stood face-to-face.
“Screeech!”
And then she appeared.
A soldier leapt from behind the monster and struck its head precisely with the sword in her hand.
“Everyone, get back!”
As I ran to avoid the thrashing monster letting out a terrible scream, my eyes met hers.
*
“Anyway, just keep preparing. Tear gas is more effective than useless grenades, so stock up on those instead.”
Back to the present. Robert tapped me on the shoulder and walked out.
Unexpectedly, my reputation had improved quite a bit, considering I had flailed around helplessly in an unforeseen situation.
It seemed my desperate running around had left a good impression.
Even Robert no longer called me a rookie or criticized me for being incompetent.
[Do not carry a burden you cannot handle.]
“Why are you so chatty all of a sudden? Are you nervous?”
In that brief moment, I checked the state of The Legion.
My heart pounded for no reason, wondering if my intentions had been conveyed.
“Disappear. Useless, obsolete trash.”
“…”
And then, what greeted me on the screen was The Legion engaged in its final battle against the Mutant Destruction Fungus.
Setting aside its overwhelming appearance, I could tell The Legion was extremely excited and elated at the moment.
“That, well, it happens.”
For a moment, my head throbbed, and I blinked, but I quickly understood.
After all, the Mutant Destruction Fungus was an obvious enemy that had to be killed.
“Devour everything and go higher, higher.”
However, as The Legion, victorious in the war, muttered while looking above.
I eventually called my younger sibling. That wasn’t just simple competitive spirit.
The intense emotion The Legion felt flowed into me as well.
That’s why I could understand. My heart pounded, and my blood boiled.
This was undeniable madness.
At this rate, it seemed The Legion would grow in a completely different direction from what I intended.
…That couldn’t happen. I had already made up my mind.
So The Legion had to continue to obsess over me. It had to only look at me. It must not escape my control.
“Are you hurt? Are you hurt anywhere?! Why didn’t you just run away quietly instead of stepping forward!!”
“Phew, yeah. I’m fine.”
Finally calming down, I watched as The Legion quickly hid its body and spoke at the appropriate moment.
Kang Do-Yeon, who had heard about what had happened from me, immediately shouted angrily, worrying about me first.
“Calm down, I’m fine. And you’ve been through worse than me.”
“I’m fine. I’m not even human anymore. Lately, I’ve realized it. Now I eat with tentacles…”
“No. You’re human.”
To that guy who laughed self-deprecatingly, my expression stiffened for a moment, and I spoke firmly.
“But…”
“It doesn’t matter what your body is. That doesn’t matter. No matter how you’re born or how you change, what’s important is your own thoughts.”
This time, I conveyed my words to both my younger sibling and The Legion.
The intention was the same as when I had told them that I was rescuing people.
Even if I was criticized for saying something that just sounded good, it couldn’t be helped. I wanted them to understand my meaning somehow.
Did they understand? I desperately wanted to talk directly. But since they refused, I couldn’t force it.
“Th-that, by the way. In the middle, your emotions wavered again, didn’t they, brother?”
At that moment, my younger sibling, who had been cautiously watching, changed the subject.
Now it was obvious. This was something The Legion had instructed to be said.
“Did you feel affection? It’s nothing. I already told you. In moments of crisis, I received help from many people. It’s just the emotions I felt toward those people.”
I explained as if it was nothing.
I emphasized as much as possible the help I received from others. That a mere human like me needed people and that their presence was essential.
Even if The Legion felt jealousy, I hoped that, for my sake, they would never dare harm those people, even if they someday reached Earth.
“They are irreplaceable to me.”
Accidentally, I ended up sounding like some kind of saint, but I held back.
Kang Do-Yeon, who had been standing there blankly, twisted her face into a bizarre expression as if looking at a lunatic. My face flushed red.
“Interesting words you’re saying.”
At that moment, startled by the voice I heard, I quickly turned off the app that had been opened before me.
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“Uh…”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. I’m Lieutenant Yoon Sua. Actually, I’m a Fake Soldier. I volunteered for the Special Operations Unit to join the expedition.”
She removed her beret and smiled faintly. Her short hair, tied into a net, swayed slightly.
I, on the other hand, was so flustered that I couldn’t even move my tongue and just fumbled awkwardly.
Cold sweat trickled down my back as I worried about what would happen if she figured out that I was a Player.
“Were you perhaps leaving a voice log? Don’t worry, I only caught the last word.”
“Ah… A voice log?”
Fortunately, she didn’t seem to be from “that side.”
Instead, she glanced at the mobile phone I had placed on the makeshift desk, her eyes sparkling with curiosity, and made an incorrect assumption.
“Yes, something like that… similar.”
Of course, from my perspective, I was grateful for her misunderstanding.
Suddenly, I became someone sentimental enough to leave voice logs on the battlefield.
While I was dying of embarrassment, her eyes gleamed with interest.
“It’s a bit embarrassing.”
“No, I think it’s fine. Things like that.”
“By the way… why did you come here, Lieutenant?”
Come to think of it, she didn’t even knock before coming in.
Or maybe she did, and I just didn’t hear it.
“I just came to take a look. Even though it was during the fight, you left quite an impression.”
“That goes for me as well.”
I still vividly remember the sight of her fighting that monster, the Demonic Mole Cricket.
“I was just doing my job. But I’m good at reading people. I’ve experienced enough to know. Saving is always harder than fighting.”
But she looked at me with sparkling eyes.
It was an unexpected and bewildering interest that I hadn’t anticipated at all.
“You were a Hunter, right? Were you with a company? Or a freelancer?”
“…I just started recently.”
“Then you came here as soon as you Awakened?”
She, who had approached me first with interest, talked a lot.
I responded calmly to this unexpected connection.
There was also the possibility that she was a hidden Unit or Player.
“Why? Ah, maybe that’s too rude of me to ask.”
She perched herself on the desk and spoke with a smile.
Still, talking with her like this, she didn’t seem like someone with malicious intent, even if she was a bit self-centered.
“If I had to say, it’s about seizing an opportunity.”
I gave her the external excuse of avenging an old Nemesis.
She, startled, glanced at me with a Chris-like expression and opened her mouth slightly.
“I’m sorry.”
“No, it’s fine. Isn’t it the same for everyone? Even the regular soldiers are composed of volunteers.”
“…That’s true. Actually, it’s the same for me.”
Her expression darkened for a moment.
I closed my mouth.
Come to think of it, Yoon Sua, who was said to be a normal B-Rank Hunter, also volunteered for this expedition.
“I also lost my family to those Demonic Creatures.”
“My condolences…”
“No! They’re definitely alive. It’s been less than a week since they were taken.”
Her eyes flashed.
The intense determination radiating from her was palpable, even to me.
“That’s why… I will definitely go to save them.”
“Yes.”
I nodded. I couldn’t say anything more hopeful or negative.
She then smiled again to lighten the mood and, after chatting a bit more, left, saying, “See you next time.”
“I was happy when you said I was helpful.”
Her last words carried weight.
I sat there blankly.
I had decided to act for the Legion and had actually done so.
And as a result of those actions, a new connection had been formed.
I wondered if this was really okay as I wrestled with uneasy feelings, then turned the app back on.
[The Legion has offered you a Sacrifice.]
But before I could activate the app, something arrived in front of me, as if waiting for me to be alone.
“The Legion’s Power Core.”
[To be precise, it is closer to the Divine Stone used by the Moonlight Fairies.]
I picked up the Red Ore that appeared before me.
Compared to what I had seen in the app, its size was smaller.
It was usually about the size of a fist, but this one was less than a quarter of that.
However, unlike ordinary Core Engines, it had intricate patterns engraved on it.
“Why this? What’s its purpose?”
[Its foundation lies in the Heavenly Soul Technique. Haven’t you already learned it?]
“That’s right.”
I had already learned how to handle Mana Stones from Cha Jiyeon.
I focused my power and injected it into the ore.
At the same time, the ore showed no reaction.
“It’s not a failure. It’s just set to be like this.”
[It is an item that can identify the Player and Units. The principle is the String. When power is injected, it senses the Subtle Soul String and emits light. It can also block forces attempting to scan you.]
“Impressive.”
I couldn’t help but be amazed.
It was truly a necessary and highly useful item for me.
“In that case, I should return the favor. What should I give?”
[Must you give something?]
“Yes. In the past, I might have hesitated, but not anymore.”
The intent was obvious. Its primary purpose was the Growth of the Legion.
Having used me well until now, it probably hoped for the Legion to abandon its obsession with me and become a Mad Predator consumed by madness.
But I couldn’t let that happen. I wouldn’t let the Legion discard me now.
Even if the Observer tried its tricks again, it wouldn’t matter.
Ultimately, the most important thing was the will of the Player, which I had already confirmed.
“I feel like I haven’t taken care of it enough.”
Thinking this, the thought of making it conscious and anxious made me feel a bit guilty.
So, giving it a carrot or two now seemed like a good idea.
*
“Hey, I’m not taking it.”
“…I know. I’m not exactly being wary.”
“Seriously, this is driving me crazy.”
In the Legion’s Nest, the two were munching on something.
Kang Do-Yeon, casually sitting, spat out the snack she had been chewing.
The snack fell to the floor and dissolved.
And the same went for the Legion, which was also chewing a snack with only its mouth visible.
However, the Legion was clutching onto something else in addition to the snack.
‘What is my brother even thinking?!’
Kang Do-Yeon agonized internally, unable to say it out loud.
The cause was Shin Woo’s attitude, as the person who had been burdened by the Legion’s obsession suddenly changed his demeanor.
‘At this rate… it really feels like raising a daughter.’
She stared at the Bestowed Item and ‘gift’ the Legion was holding with a troubled gaze.
It was nothing special. It was a Small Doll, and she couldn’t even guess how they had obtained it from that place.
Of course, what was given wasn’t the important part.
What mattered was that ‘he gave it to her through them.’
Kang Do-Yeon scratched her head, unable to comprehend.
The Legion had been given a doll to pass on. And the Legion, without the slightest doubt, carried out the act.
‘He definitely knows something.’
But she didn’t.
She instinctively realized that her Older Brother had figured out that the Legion had formed a body and was hiding that fact.
This also meant that the Observer, who was acting as the Mediator, sided with Shin Woo instead of the Legion in this matter.
Because of this, the intention behind it became even more of a mystery.
What was being done now was an act that shook the still-unstable psyche of the Legion, reinforcing its Obsession.
Still, she suppressed her curiosity with the thought that there must be some meaning behind it.
[The Scouts have discovered something.]
“Very interesting.”
Just then, the Legion’s Scouts, who had been investigating the Upper Stratum after the battle, found something.
[Logically speaking, there was a contradiction. The Mutant Destruction Fungus is powerful. It is only natural since it is an existence born from devouring other Destruction Fungus. If so, it shouldn’t have suffered from Energy deficiency. There are still many Destruction Fungus Infected Entities, and the Labyrinth is vast. However, the behavior of these entities was strange.]
“They should have dominated every place as other Destruction Fungus do, but they acted as if they were blocked. The fact that they were specifically clustered on the 45th Stratum was also peculiar.”
The Legion had already noticed the oddities and kept them in mind.
And when the Mutant Destruction Fungus was exterminated and the area beneath the 45th Stratum was finally claimed as a complete territory of the Legion—
They discovered it at the Trunk of the 46th Stratum.
“This can’t be…”
Kang Do-Yeon covered her mouth in shock.
[An unidentified but powerful being.]
“It is undoubtedly a Destruction Fungus. A Mutant. But it is different from the others.”
The being was clearly alive, yet it did not attack the Legion’s Scouts.
It resembled a massive lump of flesh.
A Mutant Destruction Fungus, created by the fusion of countless Infected Entities.
However, its appearance differed from the Mutants on the Lower Stratum who had evolved into more violent and dominant forms.
“It doesn’t seem hostile?”
“Maybe communication is possible.”
The Legion felt something emanating from the massive body.
Momentarily, curiosity overtook the Legion’s instincts of War and Voracious Appetite, and it injected its Infected Cells into the colossal Mutant Destruction Fungus to infect it.
And the being did not resist.
[Infection-Proliferation Mutated Destruction Fungus Over-Colony: 6N0987]
Information about the being was registered in the Legion’s database.
The existence of the Infection-Proliferation Mutated Destruction Fungus Over-Colony, which had been anticipated, was now confirmed.
‘It claims it will not be hostile.’
In a partially assimilated state, the Legion could interpret the other’s intentions.
A massive being formed by the fusion of over hundreds of Destruction Fungus Colonies. However, this grand existence was now on the verge of death.
Ultimately, it was due to the same Energy deficiency that plagued the Mutants on the Lower Stratum.
Indeed, withered tissues were scattered around the massive body.
[The Over-Colonies possess the ability to forcibly manipulate nearby Destruction Fungus Colonies and draw them in. It is no wonder the Mutants on the Lower Stratum were startled. In a way, it could be called the Final Boss of Cannibalism.]
Not the first, but one of the strongest beings to have emerged.
However, ironically, the strongest Mutant Destruction Fungus, which had absorbed and unified all other Destruction Fungus except for the Mutants controlling the Lower Stratum, was now choosing death.
‘Why?’
The Legion, having partially read its thoughts, could not understand.
The Legion, which considered survival and evolution as the ultimate truth in any situation, found this even more incomprehensible.
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"Chose death on their own. Why?"
[Currently investigating the reason.]
Lying blankly on the bed, my gaze fixed on the ceiling, where another world unfolded.
I saw my younger sibling, Kang Do-Yeon, and the masked Legion.
There was also an enormous mass of flesh, larger than the mansion filling the screen.
Even now, the Legion was tightly embracing the doll I had sent.
"I see. Idiot."
Before long, the Legion, which seemed to be communicating with the Destruction Fungus Grand Colony, sneered.
[The Destruction Fungus Grand Colony is, quite literally, an entity formed by the gathering of more than hundreds of Destruction Fungus Colonies. Because of this, it has transcended its nature and gained the ability to think.]
"Thoughts beyond one's nature. So if the result of that is calmly accepting death, then what's the reason?"
"...We are now nothing more than remnants of the calamity that once ruled this world. The upper stratum is now inhabited by new overlords who have overcome trials and are living in a new era. Meanwhile, we no longer have the possibility of development."
As if hearing my question, the Legion answered directly with its own voice.
For a moment, I didn't quite understand. Remnants of the past and a new era.
[The Destruction Fungus that once ruled the world no longer exists. Those trapped in this underground labyrinth are all that remain. As rulers who once destroyed an era and dominated a new one, the Destruction Fungus Grand Colony realized that their time had ended.]
"So... they just gave up because they knew it was hopeless? Is that even possible? What's up there that's so overwhelming?!"
Of course, even with additional explanations, it didn't make sense to me.
[Isn't it the same for humans? Rather than resist and suffer defeat, wouldn't they choose to surrender and accept death quietly to preserve a shred of honor?]
"That is..."
"Don't be ridiculous!"
At the sharp voice, my mouth shut.
At the same time, a torrent of emotions surged. It was the Legion's emotions.
Right now, the Legion was more enraged than ever.
[For the Legion, such a concept was utterly incomprehensible and unacceptable. Fighting until only a single cell remains is only natural.]
"Ugh..."
Caught in the intense stream of emotions, I calmed myself and focused on the screen.
My younger sibling was no exception, grimacing and swaying due to the overwhelming emotions.
"Defeated losers, trash!"
The Legion was expressing its anger in the most direct way possible.
"For beings like us, devouring any enemy and fighting until the very end is the only path. How dare they."
The hand pointing at the Grand Colony trembled.
The Legion had clearly acknowledged the Mutant Destruction Fungus that had once cornered it as one of its own. It had even appreciated it to some extent.
So, seeing the Mutant Destruction Fungus of the Grand Colony being this inert and powerless instead of resisting or fighting back infuriated it. It was a sign of refusal to accept this reality.
"We never stop. We never become obsolete. We always evolve and grow stronger."
[The Legion had made a decision. To eliminate this useless, regressed trash and move forward.]
Before I knew it, the Legion’s Nest, which had consumed the entire lower stratum, began to creep upward.
It was clear they intended to devour the entire Grand Colony.
[No matter the enemy, there will never be retreat. Everything will be destroyed, everything will be consumed. That is the will of the Legion.]
"...."
I kept my mouth shut.
It felt as if the essence of the Legion had been reconfirmed.
An endless predator with a voracious appetite that would devour the entire universe. A being born solely for that purpose.
[It never stops. It devours everything.]
"You seem oddly confident."
I smiled bitterly as I looked at the words floating before me.
Could I change or control that being?
Compared to the Legion, I was nothing more than an insignificant speck at the moment. And the Legion would only grow even larger.
Still, I wanted to stop it from becoming a being that only repeated destruction and massacre.
"It has finally gained a sense of self. From a human perspective, you could say it was born. It might seem like an early concern, but I don’t want it to learn the emotion called loneliness. What about you? Do you really, truly desire nothing but the growth of the Legion?"
[...]
It was for my sake, for the sake of this world, and also for the Legion itself.
[Tentacles extended from the Nest surged toward the Grand Colony.]
Even the tentacles of the Nest had evolved.
The tough, branch-like tentacles, brimming with formative power, burrowed deep into the Grand Colony's body and released the Legion’s Infection Fungus.
[The Infection Power, maximized through the war with the Mutant Destruction Fungus, began to spread rapidly.]
Black veins started appearing across the massive flesh in an instant.
"Resist."
Watching the scene, the Legion murmured quietly.
However, the Grand Colony showed no reaction, silently accepting the Legion's attack.
Once again, the Legion's emotions roiled.
[[[I said, resist!!!]]]
Finally, those emotions exploded.
A massive shockwave surged, causing the Grand Colony's body to burst apart. Cracks began to spread across the walls and floor of the cavern.
I tightly shut my eyes.
The Legion had just displayed such tremendous physical force based solely on its rage-induced mental wave.
The only reason I wasn’t swept away by that massive being was because, for now, my spirit was more solid and stable than the Legion's consciousness.
But as the Legion's consciousness grew and stabilized, there was no way my mental strength could overpower it.
"I must grow too."
I took a deep breath. There was no time to sit back and relax.
If I wanted to control the Legion, I needed at least one area where I was equal to or superior to it.
"Company researchers were attacked?!"
"Calm down. Fortunately, there were hardly any casualties. The mercenaries were roughed up a bit, but the mission was successfully completed."
"The mercenaries... What about that person?"
"Tch, they're fine."
Chris clicked his tongue and shook his head.
Cha Jiyeon sighed in relief, regardless of his reaction.
"Was it Kang Shin-Woo? I heard the rookie played a significant role. Although the actual combat was handled by the Korean Military Special Forces accompanying him, he quickly assessed the situation and managed to rescue quite a few people early on."
"Really?"
"His name is spreading, and his reputation has improved. Still, it was a close call."
Chris's previously smiling face turned serious.
Although they had gotten through it, an attack was an attack.
"Considering we crossed into a world we don't fully understand, it might have been an inevitable incident."
Cha Jiyeon's voice carried a hint of bitterness.
They had been separated from the main unit just prior.
The main unit had steadily advanced to a location believed to be the enemy's stronghold, establishing their position nearby.
That journey had included several battles.
Some were guerrilla attacks from the enemy, but others were assaults by beings that weren’t even enemies.
"At first, I thought they were units. But even the simplest beasts turned out to be horrifying in such a place. Honestly, I just want to leave quickly."
"Yeah."
She nodded slightly.
Although she had volunteered to fight monsters, she was by no means someone who enjoyed fighting.
She had become a hunter simply to protect humans from monsters.
"Hey, everyone?! There's movement detected ahead!"
"Ah, finally."
At that moment, someone ran to the front of the vehicle they were in. It was another hunter from Evolution assigned to reconnaissance. However, the person wasn’t a unit but an ordinary hire.
Sensing that things were about to begin, Cha Jiyeon and Chris quickly got out of the vehicle.
"What kind of enemies?"
"Looks like gnolls, as expected."
The hunter reporting the movement handed their equipment to Chris.
Cha Jiyeon decided not to use any equipment.
Using the curse directly, a translucent formation appeared before one eye.
With the power to pierce through the essence of the target, it became possible to see the ones hiding within the Stealth Field and moving secretly.
"They don't seem to have noticed us."
Chris glanced upwards casually.
A translucent barrier, similar to the distortion field the enemies were using, was covering the area nearby.
"So, what now?"
[Isn't it obvious? They're Units. Kill them.]
As Chris muttered, a voice resounded in their brains as if it had been waiting for this moment.
"You've been pretty busy lately, yet still managed..."
"But there are too many enemies."
[The Player purchased new powers at the Shop.]
When Cha Jiyeon expressed concern about the danger, the Player immediately provided another form of assistance.
She clenched her eyes shut and shuddered as a tingling sensation spread across her entire body.
[The Blood Circulation Method, one of the techniques utilized by other species to maximize magical power. Although primitive, it’s an expedient method worth using in emergencies.]
"Argh... it hurts like hell. Look at this, my veins are bursting out."
Chris chuckled, showing his injured hand.
She gritted her teeth and swallowed the pain. Such suffering was, of course, not a consideration for the Player.
"Let's go. Mr. Rekman, fight slowly and stick to your positions with the others."
"Ah, understood!"
After giving directions to the others, she left the area with Chris.
"Looking at those guys, it seems like they're planning to ambush the main unit... Seriously, we need to get something out of the Allied Forces for this. We're saving their lives because of us, after all."
"Focus on the fight for now."
"This really feels like the start of an all-out war."
Chris, who chuckled softly, and Cha Jiyeon, who remained consistently serious, both drew upon their respective powers.
At the same time, they stepped out from under the Veil that had been concealing their presence.
The moment the enemies' startled expressions came into view, Cha Jiyeon propelled herself off the ground, releasing immense electrokinesis from her entire body as she charged right into their midst.
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"This is... This is absurd..."
His breathing was rough, and his voice trembled uncontrollably.
Having just woken up, he had barely regained a sense of reality, and yet he managed to run as fast as he could to this place.
"At least I can catch my breath now."
He barely managed to secure a moment to breathe and calm his mind.
The ones chasing him had been shaken off, and the surroundings were filled with only silence.
The place he had rushed to was a dense forest filled with what looked like dried and withered trees of the Demon Realm.
"If I wake them, securing a guard force should be no problem."
Though he had fled in a panic, he hadn't come here without a plan.
This place was a type of sealing site.
Like himself, it was a place where ancient beings had been sealed.
His intention was to awaken the slumbering legion buried here and replenish his forces to counter the sudden upheaval of the world.
"Awaken! Loyal hounds of the Demon King's Army!"
He activated his magic and utilized the incantation placed on the sealing site.
The incantation began to function properly, glowing as it did.
A faint smile appeared on his face.
Those buried here were elite soldiers known for their combat prowess.
They would surely become the power needed to uncover what was happening in this land.
"Good. With this, those wretched traitors will..."
As the jet-black armor slowly revealed itself, he grinned wickedly.
The summoned soldiers, as expected, retained their exact appearance from the past.
"What?"
However, at that moment.
Something that tore through the air grazed—no, "shattered"—his horn as it passed.
"Aaaagh!"
Gripping his shattered horn, he screamed in excruciating pain.
The sound of the air being ripped apart reached him belatedly.
Twisting his face in agony, he turned his body.
"You... You bastards! Filthy mongrels like you!"
The one who had blown off the horn of a high-ranking member of the Demon Clan like him was none other than a lowly, unworthy lower demonic creature.
These were beings that some humans referred to as Noli for amusement.
The problem was that these creatures were the very ones he had intended to attack right after awakening from the seal.
"Our name is Ashukrud."
"W-What did you say..."
The first shock came from the realization that the Gnolls had followed him without his notice.
The second shock came when he realized that they could speak.
"What in the world is this?"
Only then did he carefully scan their appearances.
Their forms were undoubtedly those of Gnolls, just as he remembered.
But something was different—their equipment and the strange weapons they held in their hands.
"There's no need to waste time. Kill him quickly."
At that moment, one of the Gnolls, unusually tall, removed its hood.
His expression twisted grotesquely when he saw the unveiled face.
It belonged to a Kobold—a similarly lowly demonic creature that was unworthy of any interaction.
"Fire!"
At the Gnoll leader's command, bullets were fired in a barrage.
Gritting his teeth, he activated his magic, summoning a purple shield barrier in front of him.
The large and powerful bullets, capable of piercing through the tanks of the humans of Earth, caused cracks to form on the shield barrier, but they failed to penetrate it.
"I, Karka, Commander of the Legion of the Demon King's Army, will never fall to the likes of you!"
As he unleashed his power, his body rose slightly into the air, and his magic began to burn intensely.
It was a power befitting someone who had once led his legion to conquer an entire continent.
[Such power cannot be pierced with regular bullets. Use the beam weapon.]
"Beam."
The Gnolls received the command resounding in their heads.
They aimed the prepared new weapon at his body, surrounded by burning magic.
"Die, you wretches!"
[...Laughable. Who's the wretch here?]
The massive fireball projectile launched by Karka was met with a blue beam fired from the weapon's muzzle.
Karka's eyes widened in shock.
The beam disintegrated the fireball projectile into fragments, broke through the shield barrier, and then pierced through his astonished body.
"Too easy."
And with that, it was over. One of the Commanders of the Legion of the Demon King's Army, awakened from a long slumber, was effortlessly annihilated by the lowly creatures he had so disdainfully dismissed.
"Now, it's your turn."
"I know."
The Kobold smirked.
None of them paid any attention to Karka's corpse.
Though he had once been a high-ranking member of the Demon Clan, far beyond their reach, he was now irrelevant.
"Hmph... Now I see. So this is the so-called incantation of the Demon King's Army? Such pathetic nonsense. It’s nothing more than primitive, insignificant spells with no understanding of the True Essence of Demonic Power."
The glowing power spread out, forming intricate marks.
The Kobold stepped forward and stood before the hounds of the Demon King's Army, who had been released from the seal but had yet to determine a master.
In an instant, he deciphered and hacked the ancient incantation.
"Now. Your new master is not the Demon King. It is me."
The Kobold smirked as he began to command the army now bound to his will.
The name of the Demon King had once been absolute to those who lived in this land.
But not anymore. Now, beings greater than the Demon King existed for them.
"Hmm. It would be a waste to just leave it."
The Kobold sneered at Karka's pitiful corpse lying on the ground and then lifted his staff, poking it lightly.
At the same time, the corpse’s hand twitched and moved.
"Even as a rotting corpse, go fight for your precious Demon King. Humans of the Otherworld are marching on the Demon Realm with their legions, so kill those who disturb this land."
The cursed corpse violently spasmed before rising to its feet.
It began to move in tandem with the marching army of the past.
"Keep your promise."
"I know. It's an agreement among Players. There's no way we could betray it."
Just before parting, the Kobold nodded as if annoyed by the Gnoll leader's words.
They were now preparing to attack Earth's Allied Forces together.
Although they were units that could never originally unite, it was a strategic choice to defeat a greater enemy.
*
"Isn't this a breach of contract? We were supposed to stay at the encampment and guard the researchers after the battle..."
"If you think about it, that place is technically part of the encampment."
Robert let out a sigh as he quelled the complaints of his team members while crossing the path cleared by armored vehicles and tanks.
In reality, there wasn’t much to argue about. Their mission was to guard the researchers, and the researchers were also heading to the frontlines.
"Won't it be dangerous?"
"It's part of their duty, I suppose."
The researcher, who had introduced himself as Antonif after growing closer to him when he saved his life, spoke with determination despite his fear.
"If we research and analyze them, we can uncover a lot. In fact, we've already found several countermeasures that way."
"That's true."
It was undeniable. Thanks to thorough research and analysis, they had been able to fight more effectively against the enemies.
However, what weighed on his mind was the fact that their enemies were no longer mere demonic creatures.
The legion had advanced beyond common sense with the help they had received, evolving repeatedly and even toppling the formidable Destruction Fungus.
This deviation from the norm and their growth were characteristics of the units and Players.
"Recently, there have been a lot of oddities, but we'll figure them out."
Watching Antonif cling to hope, he chose to remain silent.
I struggled to grasp my situation.
I was just an ordinary civilian with only a weak power.
Even if I wanted to do something, it was a task for someone with abilities like Cha Jiyeon, a Player.
Military vehicles were running alongside us.
State-Affiliated Researchers were also moving along with us.
"There's no need to worry."
"I'm not particularly worried..."
"We will definitely win. Although we were ambushed during the movement, our firepower is sufficient."
A Commander with his hair partly balding reassured us with bold confidence.
It was true that their firepower was sufficient.
But the problem was that firepower alone wouldn't determine the outcome of this War.
"Whenever someone boasts like that, problems tend to arise. They say our superiors found and destroyed the Detached Force of enemies trying to ambush us just moments ago."
"Don't raise strange flags."
Leaving Robert, who was being reprimanded by Cox, I entered the assigned Encampment first.
I then took out two items from my possession.
In my left hand was an item that could detect whether there were Units or Players nearby.
Fortunately, the Ore did not glow.
In my right hand was another Sacrifice that the Legion had given me.
This item was purely for my safety.
"What is the Legion doing now?"
[It is still focused on reconnaissance activities. The digestion of the Great Colony is not yet complete.]
"...What about reconnaissance?"
[The passage blocked by the Great Colony will only appear once it has been fully digested.]
The Legion calculated efficiency and did not waste Energy to dig a bypass or physically sever and disassemble the Great Colony.
Instead, it decided to explore other places during this idle time.
The decision was aided by the Terrain Detection Ability of the Demonic Mole Crickets.
[Using that Terrain Detection Ability, the Legion, which can now sense even subtle underground flows, discovered anomalies within the walls and decided to dig into those spots.]
The Legion decided to excavate that area and quickly opened a path using more than a dozen Mining-Type Legion Soldiers.
"...Could it be a new Labyrinth?"
What was hidden there was a Cavern.
It was another space, uncertain whether it connected to the place we were currently in.
"Kyaaaak!"
A now-familiar Destruction Fungus Infected Entity charged at the Legion Soldiers.
[This is excellent. It's an opportunity to test whether we can use the Mental Resonance Ability against the brethren of the Destruction Fungus Great Colony we acquired this time.]
Of course, ordinary Destruction Fungus no longer posed much of a threat to us.
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"Ugh... Ughhh..."
"Is it working?"
As I watched the screen, I noticed the abnormal behavior of the infected entity.
The infected entity, which normally charged in recklessly as if it were natural, stopped just before colliding with a legion soldier much larger than itself. It began to whimper like a puppy standing in front of its mother.
[The Destruction Fungus Colonies have a communication line amongst themselves, similar to the collective consciousness of the Legion. The Variant Great Colony has the ability to amplify that.]
A type of telepathy. The Legion had inherited that ability as it was.
It was similar to a situation the Legion had faced in the past during a battle with the Guardian Spirits, where the Moonlight Fairies were involved.
Just as the moth, the leader of the Guardian Spirits, had momentarily severed the Legion's collective consciousness through a spiritual attack, the Legion was now invading and interfering with the mental system of the Destruction Fungus Colony.
The whimpering Destruction Fungus Infected Entity staggered and collapsed on the spot.
The legion soldiers dragged it away and threw it into the nest.
[The Destruction Fungus will no longer be able to resist us and will simply become nourishment.]
The Destruction Fungus thrown into the nest began to be digested immediately.
The enhanced infection power gained from the battle with the Variant was now strong enough to devour a mere Destruction Fungus in an instant.
"This Mental Resonance Ability... it could be used in other ways, right?"
[There are no suitable methods to utilize it yet, but it will surely be possible. The Legion's immense mental power makes its mental resonance incredibly potent, incomparable to that of the Great Colony.]
Destruction Fungus Infected Entities could be seen mindlessly charging.
The Legion had not only gained another weapon but also a new source of nourishment.
"Of course, reconnaissance will come first, right?"
[That's correct. The scouts have already been deployed.]
Having observed the Legion's behavior for some time, I understood its patterns well.
As expected, the Legion immediately began its exploratory activities.
There was no reason to neglect reconnaissance. Utilizing the collective consciousness for simultaneous, real-time reconnaissance covered all the drawbacks of traditional scouting.
The map, which had once started as a small chart of the lowest layer, was steadily expanding.
And the entirety of that large map was soon becoming the body, the nest, of the Legion.
"What are the kids doing now?"
I turned the screen. The Legion, unaware that I was watching, was currently with its younger sibling.
"I won!!"
"...Again."
The kids were playing with something.
It was a set of cards I had given as a bestowed item.
It seemed that even with a brilliant mind, Kang Do-Yeon found it worthwhile to engage in games relying on luck.
"Got it."
The younger sibling smirked, shuffled the cards again, and began to deal them.
The glow in the eyes behind the mask sparkled as they examined the cards.
The intense competitive spirit they displayed was no different from when they were engaged in battle.
[The Legion knows everything Kang Do-Yeon sees and hears. However, to ensure a genuine competition, it has deliberately blocked that information. Being a prideful existence, it would never resort to such tricks to win a card game against Kang Do-Yeon.]
"...It seems trivial, but it's pleasant to watch."
[Is this the scenario you had in mind?]
"Obsession with growth, fixation on me—that's all good, but there should also be moments of rest."
Honestly, I didn't know. I wasn't an expert, nor did I have experience.
The same applied to the younger sibling currently beside the Legion. But one thing was certain: I wanted to show the Legion another kind of happiness beyond its voracious appetite.
I was concerned about it as if it were truly my child. Perhaps it made sense, considering it was as important to me as a child.
"Let me know if there’s anything unusual. For example, what was in the upper stratum that made the Destruction Fungus Grand Colony give up on devouring, or what’s in the newly discovered passage."
I turned off the screen.
Then, I gathered the items the Legion had given me and stepped outside.
"Hello?"
"Ah... Lieutenant Yoon Sua."
As I exited the encampment, I encountered Lieutenant Yoon Sua.
She was already fully equipped, wearing her military uniform.
"It's wartime. I'm a soldier, after all."
"Ah, I see."
She gave a small smile. She didn't seem tense at all.
"Honestly, I wish the fight would start soon. Isn't this dragging on for too long?"
Her eyes sparkled as she gazed in the direction of the enemy camp.
Knowing her story, I simply nodded.
"I see..."
"Finally. It’s about time. I've heard rumors that they might make the first move. Well then, make sure to come back alive."
At that moment, as if on cue, a loud siren began to blare throughout the entire temporary encampment.
The siren signified an enemy attack, its sound urgent and rapid, accompanied by flashing red lights.
"Lieutenant!"
"Yes?!"
"If you end up fighting, be careful. Never let your guard down. You never know what tricks they might pull with magic or anything else, so always stay vigilant!"
I gave her the best advice I could as she ran off.
I hoped she would understand and trust my words.
"Move! They're coming!"
"Hurry over here!"
I ran in the opposite direction of Yoon Sua, heading to where I was supposed to be.
Robert, who had been waiting, handed me a gun.
"Just in case."
"I’m aware."
I accepted the gun. I hadn't thought I would actually have to fight when I came here.
Of course, I trusted the power of the ore I carried more than the gun.
*
"Are those monsters out of their minds..."
The Allied Forces Command was in an uproar.
The enemy camp they were monitoring in real time had begun an open advance.
"If they keep marching at this pace, they'll soon be within range of our self-propelled artillery!"
"There’s no sign of movement from other directions. Do we even need air support?"
The enemy’s audacity was so blatant that even the command center was flustered.
However, they had learned their lesson after being overconfident and suffering several times.
"Could it be another trick?"
"So far, there’s no indication of diversionary movements. Thermal infrared and sonic detection show nothing!"
"...What about the detectors provided by Evolution?"
"No issues there either."
They thoroughly prepared for the possibility of a feint.
But it wasn’t. The Demonic Creature Allied Forces were truly advancing in a straight path.
"These bastards!"
Naturally, they were enraged.
Their pride was wounded; despite minor setbacks, they couldn't tolerate being looked down upon by monsters.
"They're splitting up! Right before entering range!"
"It doesn’t matter. Let’s start the bombardment now!"
The Allied Forces Command immediately mobilized their most powerful self-propelled artillery.
The artillery soldiers stationed there began aligning their cannon barrels toward the enemy's coordinates.
"Fire!"
Without delay, they began firing.
The dazzling flashes of light across the sky caused the monsters to move hastily.
The 155mm shells were undoubtedly a heavy blow, even for the monsters with their incantations and equipment.
Soon, the entire screen was engulfed in explosions.
"...What’s the result?"
"Oh, damn."
The aftermath of the first bombardment had subsided.
If everything had gone as expected, half of those exposed to the bombardment should have been killed.
"Did they have something to rely on?!"
The Commander's face twisted in frustration.
As a result, they had inflicted quite a number of casualties, but not as many as anticipated.
"They're, they're charging at us head-on right now!"
And as it turned out, their movement was a type of diversionary tactic.
As soon as the pre-prepared bombardment ended, they began sprinting madly toward the center before the next round of bombardment could commence.
"No way..."
A Kobold at the forefront sneered, its eyes gleaming with a dangerous light.
As soon as it reached within range, a Spatial Leap Array was activated.
A massive Magic Circle unfolded in front of them.
Toward that location, a unit clad in Jet-Black Armor leaped in.
The opposite side of the Leap Array was right in front of the encampment.
The enemies, who had instantly crossed dozens of kilometers, charged toward the encampment with relentless speed and without losing any momentum.
"Re-deploy for bombardment..."
"But they're too close! And their main force isn't using that strange Magic Circle; they're just charging straight at us!"
"For now, deploy all troops to defend the encampment immediately!"
The Command Center was thrown into chaos.
All the waiting troops were deployed to their designated positions for defense.
"Sergeant Jung! Those guys..."
"Just shoot them all! Shoot!"
The soldiers stationed at the site unleashed a storm of bullets at the enemies who had stormed in at once.
Even those imbued with Jet-Black Magic could be taken down by a concentrated Machine Gun Barrage.
"Ah..."
And then, particularly powerful entities appeared amid the chaos.
Exuding magic from their entire bodies, those creatures swung their Flaming Swords, slaughtering the soldiers who had been hiding and firing at them.
They were too agile and small to be targeted with large-scale weapons, and personal firearms were no match for them.
"Keep shooting at the others. Let me handle those things one-on-one."
At that moment, someone leaped over the Bulletproof Helmet of a despairing young corporal as an enemy charged at him, undeterred by bullets.
Lieutenant Yoon Sua and the other Hunters, who had been on standby for such situations, stepped forward, unleashing their Special Abilities to confront the powerful enemies individually.
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"Quite strong, huh?"
Yoon Sua deflected the enemy's sword and forced a smile.
Her special ability was [Severance], a power that imbued her sword with the force of cutting through anything.
Thanks to this rather excellent trait, up until now, as long as her sword touched the enemy's body, there had never been an issue with her attack power.
The problem was that the enemy's mana was also a power similar to her ability, something called Formative Power.
No monster she had fought so far had used such an ability, so she was fighting precariously against this new type of enemy.
"Ugh."
Overpowered, she stumbled back.
The issue was that as the monsters grew stronger, battles like this would become more frequent in the future.
And she was well aware of that.
"I must overcome this."
Clenching her teeth, she kicked off the ground.
If it were before, she might have retreated, but now, she could not back down.
She blocked the swing of the large black greatsword, bent low, and quickly closed in.
"Haaaah!"
Then, before the enemy could react, she swung her sword upward, slashing the enemy's breastplate.
The power of [Severance] exploded.
The enemy's breastplate was deeply scored by the force, beginning to shatter.
"Got it!"
She was confident in her victory and the possibility of overcoming this.
Her chest pounded with excitement.
"More of them are coming!"
"It's Noli and Kobolds!"
At the shouts around her, Yoon Sua looked at the bright magic circle ahead.
The magic circle spewing out monsters relentlessly.
Charging herself with confidence, she rushed towards the particularly notable ones among them, supported by covering fire from the soldiers.
"The encampment... it won't fall, right?"
"I don't know. Damn it, why does nothing ever go right?"
In the middle of the encampment, amidst the unending sound of explosions, gunfire, and shouting.
Robert, who was currently on standby, was chain-smoking nervously.
The other mercenaries were the same. Their faces were dark.
All of it was because of the enemies who continuously defied the Allied Forces' predictions.
"Survivor rescue or whatever, they should just end this with a barrage of missiles or nuclear bombs."
"It's come to this point, and you're still spouting such carefree nonsense. Besides, it's doubtful that would even work now. At this point, I'd believe it if those monsters started shooting guns. They already use weird magic; why wouldn't they?"
The anxiety deepened as time went on.
And I felt the same. No matter how hard I tried to calm myself, fear was still fear.
[Unit Summoning Ticket x1]
Before my eyes was my last resort, something no one else could see but me.
The problem was that it truly was a last resort.
Even if I summoned it now, considering the aftermath, it would be an insane move.
Unless I was truly on the verge of death, I couldn't use it.
If the encampment defense were to be breached.
"The defense...!"
"The defense is breached! Elite Demonic Creatures!"
And it seemed like the bad things I imagined kept coming true.
"Fall back to the rear! Our objective is to escort the Company Researchers!"
Robert immediately led the researchers to the rear of the encampment.
The chaos was intensifying.
"Alright. Won't the Apaches take care of everything?"
And that chaos escalated further as the combat helicopters fired missiles and machine guns, advancing forward.
"..."
But then, the helicopters were all shot down by blue beams from the enemy camp, reaching their peak.
I gripped the handle of the gun in my hand even tighter.
[The Legion is always ready to step forward for you.]
"...Not now. It can't be now."
The encampment hadn't fallen yet. Using the Legion's power here in front of so many people was not the right decision.
[Then you'll have no choice but to watch people die.]
"Shut up."
I clenched my teeth. A compromise between reality and desire.
In the end, I didn't use the summoning ticket.
Even when the tanks desperately blocked the path.
Even now, when those who bypassed the blockade were approaching amidst the bombardment shaking the encampment.
I kept repeating my most important goal. My goal was nothing else but survival.
Survival from the enemies and from the Legion. Everything I was doing now was for that purpose.
Drawing attention here and making a mistake would be the worst possible move. I wanted to save it for an even more dangerous, worst-case scenario.
"Looks like we’ll have to fight too."
Robert muttered with a cold sweat.
The encampment, housing tens of thousands, was vast.
Even the urgently reinforced defenses at the front were struggling, so the defenses on the flanks, where the artillery soldiers were stationed, were unlikely to be stronger than at the front.
"It seems we lack Hunter troops to stop the enemy's special forces."
"...If you want to go, you can. I'll make sure you get your hazard pay."
"What?"
At Cox's words, Robert, misunderstanding something, tapped me on the back.
Flustered, I had no choice but to move.
This was my burden to bear.
If I didn’t step up here, the strongest justification I had ever explained to the Legion would lose its power.
'Maybe I could just lie and say I stepped up...'
Of course, I was hesitant. And since the Legion could only know what I told them, maybe deceiving them was possible.
[Are you confident?]
However, my weak heart was reprimanded by just one phrase that appeared before my eyes.
Taking a deep breath, I kicked off the ground.
"Make sure you tell them! What choice I made now, and how much I despise these demonic creatures!"
I ran towards the left side of the encampment, where the enemies were approaching.
I steadied my resolve. It wasn’t just about the Legion. These demonic creatures were my nemesis too.
Helping people wasn’t just about building a justification.
*
[He joined the allies and fought against the attacking enemies, helping people. Compared to the black-armored enemies advancing from the front, these were somewhat weaker forces. The special forces using Formative Power only managed weak enhancement spells. They seemed to have intentionally driven weaker ones here as bait, knowing artillery fire would concentrate on the flanks.]
"He's now..."
"My brother?! Is my brother okay?!"
Kang Do-Yeon, who had been quietly listening to the report, finally couldn't hold back and raised her voice.
"Ugh..."
The Legion silenced her unsettled emotions by covering her mouth.
A mask formed only around her lower face, covering her mouth and jaw.
"I can interpret the torrent of emotions. Excitement, extreme excitement, relief, and then excitement again. He just killed one of the enemies, didn't he?"
[Correct. He shot and killed a gnoll that was attacking a soldier with a gun. Now, an enemy wielding Formative Power has charged at him.]
"And the result?"
[He calmly leaped backward, struck the enemy's head with the stock of his gun, and kicked him down. Then he took the enemy's sword and drove it straight into him.]
"He's fighting well, but I don't understand."
The Legion frowned from within the mask.
Of course, the Legion wanted him to survive, to fight and grow stronger.
But he wasn’t fighting to become strong.
"Why?"
The Purpose of Battle for the Legion is solely Growth and Devouring.
Therefore, the concept of fighting to save and help someone was something inherently difficult to comprehend.
All the more so because the emotions flowing in from him made it clear that he was serious.
"Mm! Mmm!"
At that moment, Kang Do-Yeon tapped her mouth repeatedly.
Seeing that, the Legion released the mask.
"There isn't just one kind of battle, is there?"
"Fighting to protect someone? Why? The weak naturally perish and are devoured. That’s the Law of Life. Let me make it clear, don’t try to impose your human Value of Life on me."
"I don’t know about all that, but either way, isn’t Oppa trying to teach you something? His own thoughts. Are you going to ignore even that?"
She cautiously opened her mouth.
The new ideology that the siblings were trying to teach together was something the Legion found difficult to understand.
[If you don't understand, then just observe. He fights for you and for his Conviction.]
"An act that doesn’t help Growth at all... But I don’t get it. It would be faster for me to grow much stronger and help him. If I devour all humans, he wouldn’t need to protect anyone, right?"
"Th-that’s definitely not what Oppa would want. He’d be sad."
Kang Do-Yeon desperately tried to persuade and guide the Legion.
She was fully aware of her role.
[In front of him, who was helping the Injured People, a particularly strong-looking figure appeared. The Equipment it wore was unusual. When Energy was supplied to the Sword Blade in its hand, it began to glow blue. The Equipment in its other hand emitted a bluish Energy Barrier to block Bullets.]
"...I don’t know about anything else, but I want to chew up and swallow all those primitive Furballs someday."
The Legion grew enraged.
Kang Do-Yeon didn’t stop that anger. Rage and hatred towards the Demonic Creatures.
The Legion was somewhat accepting one of the lessons the siblings were trying to teach it.
[He used the Sacrifice you gave him. The Legion's Power Core crafted from the Sacred Tree's power. It only emitted Energy, but that was enough. The Enemy died crushed by the Explosion, Shield and all.]
"I should give him more."
Hearing that the formidable enemy had been killed using the weapon she had provided, she quickly broke into a sly smile.
Worried that the mask might be placed on her again, Kang Do-Yeon refrained from speaking much further, only observing cautiously.
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"Ugh..."
A massive explosion. The shock caused me to stagger backward.
The Gnoll, who seemed to be an elite, was consumed by the explosion and died on the spot.
I clearly saw it—the bluish energy that it had used as a shield.
Among the others armed with crude melee weapons, there were some who stood out.
I didn't know what kind of items they were, but they were clearly special individuals who had received bestowed items from a Player.
"...For now, I'll take this."
I quickly collected the ores that appeared along with the vibration of the mobile phone hidden in my pocket.
The Legion was watching over me right now. And they were helping me.
Even if it was like this, I had to fight to convey my intent.
The limit for delivering Legion Stones at once was three.
Moreover, I knew roughly how much bio-energy it took to create just one of these.
Each strike was by no means a light blow.
"?!"
I hurled one of them with all my might at a kobold causing mischief right above the encampment’s barricade.
I had been observing it for a while, and that kobold had been casting something resembling enhancement spells on the gnolls.
Of course, machine guns, grenades, and rifles had all been fired at it, but the kobold protected itself with a shield barrier.
The reason they were able to withstand the bombardment of the self-propelled artillery even while charging so brazenly was likely thanks to such spells.
"Argh!"
"Another explosion...!"
The series of explosions caused our allies to hesitate.
In the end, the energy contained within it exploded all at once, succeeding in killing both the annoying shield barrier and the kobold.
However, this was a war—a massive war where tens of thousands of legions clashed against each other.
I hesitated for a moment as I saw the endless swarm of enemies.
They quickly scaled the hastily built, crude barricades.
"The front line has been breached... Right now, we need..."
"What? Breached?"
Adding to the despair, the voice from the radio of the communications officer nearby delivered even more devastating news to us.
'We must brace ourselves.'
I steeled my resolve. If things went wrong, we might face complete defeat here.
Currently, the enemies were in a state of alliance between two factions.
What we called gnolls and kobolds were lower demonic creatures of goblin rank.
However, as the goblins we encountered last time had shown, they were units and benefited from their species traits and the help of Players.
We still didn’t know the limits of their power.
One thing was certain—they seemed to have a strong command system.
Even now, they were advancing relentlessly, stepping over the corpses of their kin while withstanding a barrage of machine guns and bombs.
It was a very simple yet effective strategy.
Our Hunter forces were far too insufficient to block the special forces armed with bestowed items and incantations.
Those special forces pierced through the firepower, contorting their way forward, and massacred the soldiers.
"You bastard..."
I kicked a gnoll that was trying to kill the machine gun operator and engaged in a struggle of strength.
The gnoll had tampered with its own body. Despite its small stature, barely reaching my chest, its strength was on par with mine, who had undergone enhancement.
Barely breaking free of its grasp, I used my longer legs to kick it away.
Then, with the sword I had taken from them, I struck it down repeatedly until it was dead.
While I managed to deal with one, honestly, the situation seemed hopeless.
"Everyone, we need to retreat! There are too many of them!"
"But..."
I urged the soldiers to fall back. I had no idea what the commander on site was doing, as there was still no order to retreat.
"But, Hunter, we need to hold our position and protect the artillery. We must continue firing."
Someone stepped forward in response to my words.
The Field Artillery Fire Controller, wearing a combat uniform stained with blood, the ownership of which was unknown.
"That is our mission. We are soldiers."
Though his voice trembled, his eyes did not waver.
I realized it too—it was a moment of decision.
Should I fight alongside them until we killed all those demonic creatures, or should I flee now?
Though I was technically a reservist, I was ultimately a civilian here, not a soldier. In fact, I wasn’t even a mercenary. Just a month ago, I was nothing but a college student taking exams.
"...Target the ones I point out first."
After a brief moment of silence, I grimaced.
[This is the moment when an ordinary college student becomes a true warrior.]
"Shut up! This is..."
[Have you ever considered that this might be your true essence?]
As I sprinted, I suddenly felt a lump in my throat.
A warrior? What a ridiculous notion.
If I hadn’t been forced to become a Player and dragged into this game...
[Haven’t you dreamed of it all along since that day? That if you had power, you’d want to fight.]
"Hah. What do you know?"
I split the head of a gnoll charging at me with my sword.
My face burned as though my hidden secret had been exposed, and I felt filthy.
What it said wasn’t wrong. Still, I thought I had come to terms with reality.
"Look at that. How am I supposed to win against those guys? It’d be a pointless death."
I let out a bitter laugh. Even though I was the one who had leapt in first.
I saw the swarm of enemies writhing before me.
"Get out of the way!"
Then they appeared.
People who were far more suited to the title of hero than someone like me.
A blazing, massive flame surged forth.
The veil of fire swept over the enemies in an instant.
The crude enhancement spells were burned away with a single blow by the power of the flames.
Republic of Korea S-Rank Hunter Ji Changhyeon, a figure I had only ever seen on TV, passed right by me.
*
"Why did they suddenly retreat? Even with an S-Rank involved, there were only twelve Hunters in total who came as reinforcements."
"I found out the reason."
In the middle of the encampment, where injured soldiers were being treated, Robert returned with a weary face after going somewhere.
"You know our superiors, right? Chris Baker and Cha Jiyeon, those two. Right after the reinforcements arrived, those two led their team and attacked the enemy's main base."
"Just the two of them... No, with only a single squad?!"
Everyone was appalled. They clicked their tongues at the recklessness but praised their courage.
However, I understood Cha Jiyeon—or rather, the Player controlling her—well.
'The enemies don’t have anyone comparable to an S-Rank Hunter yet.'
This game was completely unbalanced. No Player or unit could change their initially assigned partner.
Gnolls and kobolds were fundamentally lower demonic creatures.
No matter how much equipment they were given or spells they learned, their individual strength was not significant unless they acted as a group.
'They probably waited for Ji Changhyeon’s team to arrive just to confuse the targeting for assassination authority.'
At this point, they would likely have two or three assassination authorities at most—or perhaps none at all.
That’s why they waited until Ji Changhyeon’s arrival before making their move.
If successful, they could plunder an empty base for easy rewards. Even if they failed and lost to assassination authority with a gang-up, it would only cost them two pawns.
Whatever kind of aliens they might be, they were impressive.
"Where are you going?!"
"...To get some rest."
"Alright, make sure to rest well today."
Robert didn’t try to stop me, perhaps noticing how bad my expression was.
However, the place I headed to wasn’t the encampment.
The place where the corpses of the deceased were collected. Those covered with white cloth seemed to number at least several hundred.
Among them, I found one person.
The sword broken in half that she had used in life was placed beside her as a keepsake.
[Wasn't she just a passing acquaintance?]
"I understand now that you're not human."
I didn’t feel sad. Yoon Sua was, quite literally, just a passing acquaintance.
But that didn’t mean I felt nothing. I was simply angry. She had saved my life once, but I couldn’t save hers.
"What does the Legion say? They should know how I feel right now."
[It is equally enraged. The reason is simple. You're angry.]
"...Is that so?"
A bitter taste filled my mouth. It made even more sense now that I had fought directly.
The Legion was strong. Not just at the level of a legion, but even the Destruction Fungus the Legion had faced could devour beings like Gnolls and Kobolds in this Demon Realm without hesitation.
"Were you acquainted with Sua?"
At that moment, someone spoke to me from behind.
It wasn’t an unfamiliar voice. I was certain I had heard this voice before on TV or somewhere similar.
"Ji Changhyeon?"
"I’ve heard... stories. Kang Shin-Woo."
I never dreamed I would meet a Republic of Korea S-Rank Hunter face to face.
"You’ve heard stories?"
"About what you’ve accomplished. Of course, every Hunter fought desperately. But they are soldiers. They were doing their duty. However, Kang Shin-Woo, you are someone who had no obligation to fight, aren’t you?"
His expression was somehow peculiar, making it difficult to guess his intentions in approaching me now.
"I am..."
"Sua was my cousin."
"Ah."
"And Kang Shin-Woo, don’t you want to become stronger? The current situation calls for people like you—righteous and determined individuals—to step forward."
"What?"
Caught off guard by his sudden barrage of words, I dumbly asked again.
I subtly reached into my pocket and touched the ore.
This wasn’t a bomb but an ore that detects Players and units.
"The secret of Evolution, and the secrets of this world—I will reveal them all to you. I trust my judgment. As did my master."
Ji Changhyeon’s eyes sparkled. The detector in my hand also began to heat up.
The Republic of Korea S-Rank Hunter Ji Changhyeon was undoubtedly someone connected to this game.
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"What's this about a Master? You're one of the country's top Hunters."
I asked nonchalantly, pretending not to know. If he had a Master, they were likely a Player or a Unit.
What bothered me more was the possibility that he still didn't know my identity. I couldn't tell if he was genuinely unaware or just putting on an act.
"Of course, it might seem unusual for a Hunter who fights with their own special abilities to have a Master, but it's true. We've recently established a New Institution. I came here as soon as it was finalized."
"A... New Institution?"
"...An organization that helps ordinary people, those who cannot keep up with the upheavals and changes, gain the power to resist and adapt to this new world."
His expression looked somewhat detached. At the very least, it didn't seem like deception.
"If you're interested, please contact me. I'd really like to have you on board."
He stopped speaking there and closed his mouth.
I stepped aside slightly, giving him space. He stood silently in front of his cousin's corpse.
I heard that Yoon Sua had secretly volunteered, deceiving those around her.
I couldn't judge easily. Whether what he said came from the heart or what kind of picture he was trying to paint.
In the end, if we were bound by the Game, wouldn't we just end up killing each other?
"Have you already made up your mind?"
He spoke without looking back when I approached.
"I'd like to hear more about it. And I want to become stronger."
"You're currently affiliated with Evolution, right? May I ask how you got in? Cha Jiyeon—she's by no means an ordinary Hunter. She's as irrational as I am."
He turned to me and brought up Cha Jiyeon.
I, of course, knew she was a Unit.
So I decided to listen to what he had to say. Someone who called themselves irrational.
"It's not a short story."
Ji Changhyun began explaining the App, the Game, the Players, and the Units to me right there.
As someone who already knew all of it, what caught my attention was his attitude.
*
"…"
[He's a bit busy right now. I sent a notification, but he can't check it in real time.]
"Doesn't matter."
The Legion, with only its head emerging from the ground, pulled out its concealed body once again.
Meanwhile, Kang Do-Yeon frowned as she analyzed the information being gathered by the Legion.
The Legion had finally succeeded in fully absorbing the Great Colony and secured a passage leading upwards.
[Two paths have now appeared.]
Naturally, reconnaissance activities continued.
Information from those reconnaissance missions was incoming.
[The first path leads to Another Labyrinth, which we broke through a wall to enter. The upper layers of this labyrinth, filled with Destruction Fungus, are blocked by a special incantation to prevent the Fungus from rising. It resembles the spell the Moonlight Fairies used to seal the passage in the 36th Layer.]
"Another group of survivors? You did say countless cities exist."
The Legion proposed one hypothesis.
That the Moonlight Fairies, thought to be annihilated, might still be alive in the Upper Layer of Another Labyrinth.
[The other path is the passage blocked by the Mutant Destruction Fungus Great Colony's body. Scouts sent through this path found hints as to why the Great Colony deemed its own evolution impossible.]
"What is that?"
Kang Do-Yeon mumbled as she shared the scouts' vision with her eyes closed.
The Legion's focus shifted.
The scouts were exploring the Trunk Layer of the 47th Layer.
At first glance, it appeared to be a normal ecosystem devoid of Destruction Fungus.
However, there were dozens of 'those things' present.
Their appearance resembled giant figures made of large stones fused together. Even the smallest among them was over three meters tall.
What stood out was the glowing ore embedded in what seemed to be their chest area. The Legion realized that this ore functioned similarly to the Moonlight Fairy’s Sacred Stone or the Legion's Power Core.
"A form of lifeless entity powered by the flow of Formative Power..."
"Golems!"
Kang Do-Yeon summarized the Legion's murmured identification of the creatures in a single word.
"Now I understand why the Destruction Fungus gave up fighting."
[They are lifeless entities. If beings like that, driven by incantations, were neither outmatched in strength nor numbers, the Destruction Fungus would stand no chance of winning.]
The Destruction Fungus's method of combat relied on infection. The Mutants had the added ability to assimilate and replicate their opponent's power through this infection.
However, all of these abilities required the opponent to be a living organism.
If the opponent's entire body was simply stone, the Destruction Fungus, which didn't understand the concept of Formative Power, would be powerless and crushed.
"But there's no way those things formed naturally."
Yet the Legion, uninterested in the tales of the defeated, focused elsewhere.
On the identity of the Players, Creators, or Gods behind those Golems.
[The answer must be further above.]
"You're right. Commander of the Legion. Prepare immediately."
The entire Nest trembled.
The Legion, which had conserved energy and upgraded its Legion Soldiers, resumed its activities.
The wall formed by the lifeless entity Legion, which the Destruction Fungus could not overcome.
"This time, we will devour even those stones."
But influenced by its Player, the Legion, now equipped with the concept of Formative Power, had a way to shatter the barrier testing the limits of life.
Kang Do-Yeon exhaled lightly and grabbed her weapon.
A longsword made entirely of crimson Red Ore.
After several enhancements, it was decided that combining or mixing materials was unnecessary; a single solid piece was more explosive and powerful.
"…"
This was the 47th Layer.
After the Destruction Fungus had been eradicated and driven out, a long period of peace had followed.
The vegetation consumed, reproduced, and died, following their instincts. The Golems, tasked with guarding the area, had ceased operations and only occasionally performed test runs after the Destruction Fungus disappeared.
"...?"
But now, at last.
Detecting faint and unfamiliar vibrations, the Golems began to rise one by one, reactivating as their magical energy was supplied.
However, they were unaware that their opponent had already thoroughly analyzed them.
-A large-scale group of living organisms detected-
One of them detected the intruders coming from the Lower Stratum.
A massive wave of black surged toward them as a group.
The Golems, once dormant stones, instantly ignited hostility as programmed.
Whether the intruders were Destruction Fungus or not was irrelevant.
-Execute the Extermination Order. Eliminate all group living organisms.-
Due to limitations in their Command System, the Golems could not selectively kill only the Destruction Fungus.
All group-living organisms were targets for extermination.
With thunderous vibrations, the Golems began to gather.
They were not living beings. They were mere entities that moved as commanded.
-Annihilate-
The Golems, confident in their mass and size, charged recklessly.
Even the most ferocious of creatures, even the Mutant Destruction Fungus, could not control them as they evolved into Variants, so mindless and aggressive were they.
"Bring them down!"
But their opponents were just as aggressive and unrelenting.
"!"
With a loud boom, the ground exploded.
Mining-Type Legion Soldiers, modeled after the giant subterranean Demonic Mole Cricket, which had been lying in wait, suddenly emerged and blew apart the ground beneath the Golems.
The strange vibrations the Golems had detected were caused by this.
-Searching for countermeasures-
The Golems, who had stumbled and fallen, quickly regained their footing.
But this time, what struck them was a crimson Slash Attack from Kang Do-Yeon's sword.
The resonance between the Core Engine implanted in her body and her sword unleashed explosive energy of the same kind as the power bestowed by the Golems' creator.
-Countermeasures...-
The bodies of the Golems, impervious to ordinary claws and fangs, were sliced and shattered as if they were made of tofu.
"Crush them."
The Legion trampled the Golems with a new tactic, unlike their usual strategies.
The Mining-Type Legion Soldiers, as well as the Assault-Type Legion Soldiers based on the Cave Ox, were all Large Species, surpassing the Golems in both size and weight.
Each one had been enhanced by the Legion, their size and strength reaching levels impossible for natural cave-dwelling creatures.
They overpowered the Golems, who had previously relied on their mass to dominate, turning the tables against them.
[Simply overpowering them won't be enough. They neither feel pain nor exhaustion.]
"So that's why we need to obtain this."
Kang Do-Yeon, her eyes glowing with a Red Glow, climbed onto the chest of a struggling Golem that had been subdued. She aimed her sword and drove it downward without hesitation.
She extracted the Core Engine from the Golem.
It was the size of her head.
Other Elite Legion Soldiers, who had Core Engines implanted into their own hearts, used their unique methods to manipulate Formative Power, breaking the Golems' resistance, destroying the Core Engines, and retrieving them.
'It's slightly different from the Legion's method—something more akin to the Moonlight Fairies' Method.'
The intricate incantations drawn and engraved on the Core Engines bore a striking resemblance to the curses once used by the Moonlight Fairies.
In other words, reverse-analysis would take only seconds.
'This will make it far easier to utilize.'
"Ugh."
Right then, the Legion began enhancing the bodies of Kang Do-Yeon and the Elite Legion Soldiers on the spot.
From Kang Do-Yeon's hands, her eyes widening in surprise, grew fine root-like structures that burrowed into the Core Engine she was holding.
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"Ugh."
Kang Do-Yeon frowned at the strange sensation.
The roots that had penetrated began to absorb the energy within her without leaving a trace.
Her core engines, which had dimmed after a certain amount of energy was consumed, became fully recharged and regained their light.
'Throw the rest into the nest.'
Not only she, but other legion soldiers also replenished their energy.
In the meantime, the roots that had extended from her hands quickly returned to their normal state.
"This isn't all of it."
'Right. First, divide the troops and clean up the branches.'
The legion, having once clashed with the golems, split its forces.
Leading the front were legion soldiers from higher species that handled formative power.
Now that they realized the golems were sluggish and not a major threat once their cores were destroyed, there was no need to overinvest energy unnecessarily.
[Those golems were created solely to confront one enemy—the destruction fungus. Then, in a world where the destruction fungus has disappeared, who became their new master?]
'It must be the ones who created those golems. Whoever they are, there will be much to gain.'
The legion's mood lifted slightly.
It seemed they would soon face a new type of enemy.
This new type of enemy seemed likely to be quite intelligent, advanced, and strong. This meant they would be worth consuming.
Moreover, it wasn't just groundless bravado. Analyzing the cores that operated the golems revealed that their craftsmanship was not significantly superior to the mana stone techniques of the heavenly soul technique that the legion was familiar with.
The legion, due to efficiency concerns, did not bother with secondary processing of ores, but they could tell as much.
At this level, they could handle it.
'Faster, faster.'
Nestification and digestive absorption accelerated greatly as their build grew larger.
As a result, the speed at which they devoured and exterminated vegetation also increased. A merciless and unhesitant devouring.
The only end to this process was to climb higher.
He had undoubtedly shown and taught them how to fight to protect.
'I fight to protect as well.'
And the legion interpreted that intention in their own way.
They must protect him and what he wanted to protect.
To do so, they had to grow stronger. This meant fighting more, consuming more, and evolving.
["For him."]
*
"What on earth are you talking about? You’re saying there’s a problem with the trunk layer?"
"It’s clear, Wight. I saw it for sure. A group of six-legged ground rats, which are sensitive to vibrations, fleeing en masse!"
"Yelson, I know you’re sharp, but that’s a ridiculous claim."
He shook his head, his pointed ears twitching.
The twitching of his ears was one of his habits when he found something disagreeable.
"The trunk layer has their weapons guarding it like an iron fortress. You don’t know, but those massive stone figures are quite formidable. Above all, the destruction fungus could never defeat them."
"But I’m certain…"
"The pact the Great Chief made with them in the past is still valid. So kids like you don’t need to worry and should focus on your training."
He patted the head of the child who had raised the issue.
Perhaps because of his firm attitude, the child lowered their head and trudged away.
"Still, isn’t it admirable?"
"Indeed. Children like that will grow into excellent talents someday."
"Just like you, Wight."
"…Stop with the flattery."
He cleared his throat at the subordinate’s words.
But his expression soon hardened.
As he turned around, he saw the large city illuminated brightly by countless luminous stones.
At the center of the city, a single tree that looked at least ten meters tall was in full bloom with its radiant flowers and leaves.
"Still, it is shameful. Every time I have to explain to children like Yelson why we still live trapped underground."
"Those arrogant ones…"
"Calm down, Reyam. They are humans from 'elsewhere,' not the same humans who drove out our ancestors."
"That’s true. Those foolish ones all fell victim to the destruction fungus in the end."
The subordinate, who had momentarily flared up, soon nodded in agreement.
"Still, someday we…"
"Yes, we must go to the surface."
Their eyes sparkled.
Going to the surface. And reclaiming the lost glory of the past.
It was the long-cherished wish of their species, never forgotten even once.
"Then, Wight, I’ll head out for patrol."
"Do so."
The subordinates left their posts.
Wight continued to absentmindedly gaze down at the city.
'But before going to the surface, we must find the other kin.'
His face remained dark.
The few surviving moonlight fairies had barely managed to establish a foothold for recovery thanks to help from external beings.
They had used weapons that the destruction fungus could not counter to clear the labyrinth, and in the process, the moonlight fairies gathered their scattered kin to rebuild what little strength they had.
That had been decades ago.
But even compared to their past glory, this was merely a drop in the bucket.
The search for kin scattered deep in the labyrinth continued even now.
Even as they stabilized, slowly increased their population, and stockpiled resources, the goal still seemed far away.
"Sacred Tree, please… grant us our kin…"
"Wight! Something terrible has happened!"
But at that moment.
The subordinates who had claimed to be heading out for patrol mere minutes ago came running back, their faces pale.
Sensing an instinctive foreboding, he gripped the sword at his waist.
"What happened? Don’t tell me they betrayed us?!"
He considered the worst-case scenario he had been most wary of.
At this point in time, the only ones who could threaten them were the ones who currently occupied the surface.
"It’s not that! First of all, their magic weapons were all destroyed, and also…"
"What…?"
With every incoherent word from his subordinate, Wight’s eyes widened further.
"Run quickly!"
"If necessary, we must use an incantation to seal the entrance. Hurry!"
The city, which had enjoyed a long period of peace, was thrown into chaos.
Warriors moved frantically, donning armor and weapons before heading to defensive bases to protect the city.
The residents, too, prepared to fight, ready for the worst-case scenario.
After all, even if they ran away, there was nowhere else to survive.
"War Chief, what is going on?"
"Great Chief, I will explain the situation."
Wight, who had tried to calm himself to lead the people, stepped forward to explain the situation to the city’s elders.
They were all trembling with anxiety.
Although they had enjoyed a relatively stable peace recently, some of the elders were those who had experienced the fierce and desperate battles against the destruction fungus firsthand.
The deep-rooted fear etched into their bones was hard to overcome.
"Do not worry too much. We are no longer the ones who lived hiding in the past."
Seeing their expressions, Wight gritted his teeth.
He firmly believed that the species' defeatist instincts, ingrained across generations, must be overcome to rise again.
"Even if the destruction fungus comes again, we will surely prevail."
"Shouldn’t we contact them first? I heard not only were our scouts harmed, but even their magic weapons were destroyed!"
"Of course, we will do that."
Wight frowned but nodded in agreement.
There was no choice, even if it hurt his pride.
He had gained quite a bit from maintaining a cooperative relationship with them.
"But the most important thing is for us to protect this land, this city, with our own strength. We must show them our power so that we won't be at a disadvantage in future encounters."
Their goal was not merely growth.
It was to one day return to the surface.
For that, they needed to cultivate strength that would not be underestimated.
"I trust you, War Chief. We must demonstrate our hidden strength."
Understanding his intent, the Great Chief expressed his trust and nodded.
Having convinced the elders, Wight immediately armed himself and hurried back to the site.
"So, who exactly is the enemy?"
However, they had yet to even identify the true nature of their enemy.
"The problem first arose here, the trunk layer. The troops sent out for reconnaissance found shattered debris and bloodstains in the passages connected to this place."
"They said the divine stones were taken from the chests of the magic weapons, and the scouts' corpses were hidden. Could it be the work of an intelligent being?"
Wight convened a meeting with others at the encampment.
The compiled information indicated that the suspected location of the enemies was the trunk layer connected to the branches.
It was also the base used by the scouts tasked with regularly exploring the outside.
"Since we've prepared adequately, how about conducting additional reconnaissance?"
"That sounds reasonable. If anything goes wrong, we can have agile individuals retreat quickly..."
He trailed off mid-sentence.
His eyes caught sight of small creatures scurrying busily in one corner.
Creatures with six legs, known as Six-Legged Ground Rats.
Their characteristically small build made them escape the golems' targeting, and now they were fleeing deeper into the area.
"Reyam."
"Yes, War Chief."
"Do you... feel any vibrations right now?"
Breaking into a cold sweat, he asked his subordinate in a quiet voice while focusing his senses.
Amplifying his sensitivity to its maximum through magic, Wight had already sensed that something had gone terribly wrong.
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[I'm aware. Very well aware. Their language, habits, way of life, combat methods, and everything else.]
"There are many ways to break them, and I find the most efficient method."
The Legion smirked. In the past, even when they fought battles against them, regardless of efficiency and planning, it always ended in direct confrontation.
But not anymore. The Legion, which had grown rapidly by devouring monsters of the Otherworld, was now free and powerful within this labyrinth.
Even more so, they were opponents who had already been dealt with several times.
The Legion had never lost in a rematch. Exploiting and digging into the enemy's weaknesses was its specialty.
It could crush them with overwhelming power or toy with them, instilling fear and slowly consuming them.
"But they're not just units...!"
Kang Do-Yeon spoke with a despairing expression, barely managing to utter a single sentence.
"So what."
However, the Legion, who had already completed all calculations, could not be persuaded.
In the end, Kang Do-Yeon gave up persuasion with just one word, lowering her head deeply. Then, she voluntarily put on her mask.
'The number of detected enemies is only a few thousand at best. If attacked in certain locations, how quickly could their defenses collapse?'
The Legion, having ended the Submind's objections, engaged in happy calculations and immediately arrived at an answer.
The optimal and strongest tactics considering the current size of the Legion Soldiers, the level of the enemies, the situation, and the terrain.
The Legion divided its Legion Soldiers.
The divided forces were split into exactly thirteen units.
The deployed troops exceeded five thousand medium or larger soldiers, each larger than a human. Moreover, if necessary, it could unleash ten times that number at once.
Like a massive wave sweeping away tiny creatures, a short-term final battle leveraging sheer numbers was the hidden card prepared this time.
"Commander of the Legion. You break through the strongest barrier head-on. In return, I'll give you a gift."
The Legion handed Kang Do-Yeon a special soldier created using a new concept it had acquired.
The Legion possessed no magical knowledge. However, creating physical structures using omnipotent cells was simple.
[A new weapon derived from the concept of a golem has emerged.]
The stones that made up the golem's body intertwined with tentacle-like roots that crept and stretched, gradually forming a shape.
Soon, a soldier manipulating the stones of its body through tentacles extending from the core engine in its chest appeared.
"Inefficient."
As expected, its efficiency was not particularly high.
The only reason for creating such a soldier was to instill despair in their prey.
For the Legion, which aspired to greater heights, the Moonlight Fairies' survivor city was merely a step to loosen up before advancing further upward.
*
"Vibrations...!"
"Everyone, grab your weapons!"
The conference hall descended into chaos. The booming tremors were getting closer and closer.
Wight, who burst out of the encampment, gripped his sword and stared directly at the base's front.
"These... bastards!"
In his eyes, the enemy could be seen. The march of the dark and ominous Legion, resembling a black wave, was heading straight for this place.
"This can't be!"
"It's the humans' magic weapons! Those things!"
"We should never have trusted those humans!"
The Moonlight Fairies were in shock at the sight of the revealed enemies.
The giants stomping toward them at the forefront were familiar figures.
'No, it can't be.'
But even as Wight observed his subordinates trembling with betrayal, he had a different thought.
'The humans' weapons... like that...'
His eyes twitched, and his grip on the sword's hilt tightened as if it might crush it.
'There's no way they're that terrifying.'
He was the most experienced and seasoned warrior.
That was why he trusted his instincts.
The monsters rushing toward them now might be entities that neither the Destruction Fungus nor the surface-dwelling humans could even compare to.
"Prepare the strong bows! Their weakness is the glowing core in their chests! Destroy the divine stone, and they will stop!"
He quickly issued commands. He already knew how to counter the golems.
The warriors followed his orders with perfect coordination.
Their expressions were resolute, with the determination of those ready to risk everything, even death.
They were like the survivors the Legion had met in the past. For them, this place was a stronghold they must protect at all costs, even if it meant sacrificing their lives for the sake of their species' future.
"The Sacred Tree and our ancestors are with us! Fire!"
Under Wight's command, the massive ballista installed for defense was launched.
It wasn't just an ordinary ballista. The tip carried a faint trace of magical power, delivering a potent blow.
"It hit?"
With a bang and an explosion, the massive arrows struck the bodies of the enemies.
The thunderous sound led everyone to believe they had defeated the enemy.
"Good! They were taken down at once..."
"Look behind you! The city...!"
But before the cheers over toppling the enemy golems could last, they were interrupted.
Wight turned around, his heart sinking, at the screams and the crashing sounds of something collapsing from behind.
The particularly loud crash wasn't caused by the golems falling.
"Nooo!"
He let out a near-agonized scream.
What he saw was a sinkhole crumbling down with a rumble, and monsters crawling out of it amidst the bursting walls and ceiling.
"Wight! They're charging at us!"
"We'll divide the troops!"
There was no choice. They had to block everything in the end.
"I will go!"
"Orote, the strongest warrior of us all."
One of them stepped forward confidently.
Nodding, Wight assigned warriors to accompany him.
"Go and block them at all costs."
Then, he sent Orote to stop the enemies tunneling through the ground.
His teeth ground together. Turning back, his eyes were filled with anger.
"We will defend this place no matter what."
Resolute, he vowed never to look back.
For the enemies marching toward this place, the golems were merely a shield.
Among the countless creatures and monsters, there was someone with a slightly smaller frame.
"Have confidence. We are warriors blessed by the Sacred Tree. Those monsters, unable to wield divine power, can be cut down with a single strike of our swords!"
He encouraged his warriors.
There was still hope. They had already nurtured the Sacred Tree beyond its sapling stage.
The marks engraved on their bodies since childhood resonated with the Sacred Tree's magic, amplifying its power.
The Moonlight Fairy warriors blessed by the Sacred Tree were strong.
If the Destruction Fungus had been slightly fewer in number, or if they had formed an Allied Force sooner to prevent being defeated one by one, the future might have been different.
"That's..."
But they weren't the only ones who could wield special powers.
Wight's eyes wavered.
Stepping forward from the front lines, holding up a sword, was a slender feminine figure.
The sword she raised, along with the ores attached to her arms and thighs, ignited and aimed at this place.
'Maximum Output Explosion.'
The one and only technique the current Legion possessed that utilized Formative Power.
It was a technique that, without delay, unleashed maximum output of energy in the form of a slash attack or a light beam, concentrated on a single line or point.
Since it directly utilized the core engine, there was no need for calculations or chants for other techniques.
This technique was simply the strongest and fastest.
"Aaaargh!"
"Block it!"
The blazing flash that crossed the darkness of the passage.
The immense flash emitted from Kang Do-Yeon's sword burned everything in its path and collided with the shields hastily raised by the panicked Moonlight Fairies.
"Defense Nullification."
Immediately afterward, the ensuing explosion evaporated most of the Moonlight Fairies in the frontlines without a trace.
And how startled they were was not a matter of concern.
The Legion Soldiers began charging straight into the enemy's collapsed formation.
Since they couldn't even properly secure their defensive positions, the outcome was obvious if they were simply overwhelmed.
"Block them. At all costs!"
However, they were desperate. That much was clear.
They gritted their teeth and used their bodies to block the Legion Soldiers.
Indeed, their strength was superior compared to that of mere groups of Survivors.
The Legion's Carapace, continuously refined and improved, was cut and pierced by swords and spears that pushed their power to the limit, even beyond their capacity.
But that was all. The only edge they had was their desperation.
The screams of the victims being torn apart by teeth and claws echoed from all directions.
"What... are you?"
"..."
On the battlefield where the desperate fight was taking place, Wight stood in Kang Do-Yeon's path.
Without a moment's hesitation, she swung her sword.
"Khak."
Wight, who had blocked her sword, staggered under the heavy force, caught off guard.
Her physical abilities, enhanced by operating all five Core Engines, were already transcendent, with no inefficiency in her movements.
"A mere Monster Woman has reached such a State of Mastery..."
Wight muttered blankly as he looked at her, emitting a Dark Crimson Aura from her entire body.
The power she exuded was one of the States of Mastery he had long yearned for during his training.
For someone like him, who had no understanding of the structure of her body, it was an unbelievable sight.
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"All children, move to the back! Block them!"
Orote, a large-built warrior who practically served as the assault captain, known as the strongest warrior.
He led his fellow warriors and charged towards the city, which was under attack by monsters.
"You bastard!"
Leading the charge, he sprinted into the streets, swinging his faintly glowing sword down on a monster that was attacking people.
"Ugh?!"
However, the opponent was not a mere beast.
The Assault-Type Legion Soldier, classified as medium-sized among the legion soldiers, had the feline characteristic of a highly developed upper body and muscles that were further enhanced through the legion's modifications. It evaded his sword and struck him with a powerful forepaw.
Its weight and size surpassed that of an average tiger.
Orote barely managed to block the impact emanating from its compressed muscles by summoning all his strength, narrowly avoiding being knocked over. However, the blow was strong enough to dent his shield.
"Argh!"
Abandoning his shield, he drove his sword into the forehead of the Legion Soldier, which charged at him, baring its sharp, gleaming teeth lined like a saw.
The magic-infused sword shattered its sturdy head armor, splitting its head wide open.
'What is this?'
Orote panted heavily. Though young, he was a seasoned veteran with considerable experience.
He had fought many large beasts in caves during hunts. However, the enemy he just faced, despite its beastly appearance, was distinctly different from a mere animal.
'This is terrifying.'
Even as he fought, even as it died, there was no cry or scream, only silence. And its gleaming eyes, devoid of fear of death, sent chills down his spine.
Realizing instinctively that the opponent he was facing was no ordinary foe, Orote felt a pang of fear.
"Orote! Over here, help!"
"Damn it! Ella!"
Gasping for breath, he rushed toward the urgent voice calling for him.
"Rel is trapped!"
"Wait, I'll get them out now."
Clicking his tongue, he exerted all his strength to lift the rubble trapping the child.
Though one of the child's legs was crushed, their life was saved.
"This is terrible..."
But they were soon surrounded.
Spider-Type Legion Soldiers, based on Cave Giant Spiders and covered in carapaces, moved their eight legs, dripping venom from their large fangs.
Despite being spiders, they were larger than humans and covered in a thick carapace like crabs.
'These creatures are the same.'
Gritting his teeth as he saw their glowing red eyes, Orote hid the injured child and the woman behind him.
"I will protect you no matter what."
He swung his sword with all his might at the charging spiders.
He slashed at the legs that sought an opening to strike, slicing the jaws that tried to bite him in half.
"Argh!"
Exerting superhuman strength, he grabbed one of the legs pressing down on him and slammed it to the ground.
The massive spider was lifted into the air and smashed onto the ground, writhing.
'I can do this.'
The mark engraved on his body was glowing brightly.
The Sacred Tree was with him. Everyone was together.
In the end, he cut down the last spider.
"Ahhh! Orote!"
"Ella!"
But while he was locked in a deadly struggle with the spiders, a Raptor's Talons swooped down from mid-air, snatching the woman and the child.
"No... No!"
The creature, part of the Flying Species that dominated the skies, carried her across the air, clutching her with six elongated legs equipped with talons. Then, with its coiled tail, it pierced her with its poison stinger.
The poison stinger, given the size of the Flying Species—equivalent to a bull—was practically a spear.
"Guh... Guh..."
The stinger, which had also impaled the child she was holding, was withdrawn, and the Flying Species discarded their corpses to the ground.
The lifeless bodies fell helplessly, shattering upon hitting the stone-paved battlefield.
Orote witnessed it all with his own eyes and despaired.
"Ahhhh!"
Letting out a furious roar, he charged at a nearby monster.
"What are you?!"
Kicking off the ground and leaping onto a roof, he drove his sword into the massive back of a Mining-Type Legion Soldier.
With a burst of Transcendental Power, he pierced straight through the head of the Mining-Type Legion Soldier, which was larger than a dump truck. Holding onto the hilt of his sword embedded to the grip, he steadied himself atop its staggering body, extracting the sword as the creature completely collapsed.
"Quickly... run."
He spoke with difficulty to those about to be attacked, urging them to flee.
Watching their retreating figures, he aimed his sword at the next enemy. Looking down at himself, he noticed that the mark on his body was glowing brighter than ever.
'Is this the growth Wight always spoke of? Is this what it means to face trials?'
Exhaling deeply, he slowly turned his body.
A new enemy appeared.
Standing upright with a straight spine, it had a slender yet agile and elastic body, equipped with four arms and a freely moving tail.
"You dare wield a sword?! Filthy beasts!"
He shouted in anger.
But the Higher Species Versatile Legion Soldier, sent specifically to deal with him, moved solely with the intent to kill.
Four swords and a prehensile tail moved in unison, targeting his vital spots with precision.
"Ugh..."
He managed to block all four swords, but the curved tail pierced one of his legs.
'To these bastards...'
Suppressing the pain, he stood his ground and tried to swing his sword.
But his body betrayed his will, beginning to stiffen.
"Ugh... Ah..."
The Black Veins spread from his pierced leg.
While the Purification of the Sacred Tree could cleanse airborne toxins, it could not counteract those injected directly into the body.
"Hah..."
Understanding the situation, he smirked instead.
At the same time, he grabbed the Legion Soldier's arm.
"You think I'll die alone..."
Even as the Black Veins spread to his face, he remained conscious.
Simultaneously, he overloaded the mark on his body with magic, pushing it into overdrive.
"You must... be the commander..."
And his body exploded with a massive impact, powerful enough to break through the Barrier of the Higher Species Legion Soldier.
Both figures were reduced to fragments, scattered across the battlefield.
"There are too many of them!"
"We can't... Argh!"
The Moonlight Fairies began to falter as the real battle commenced.
Though they displayed strength beyond the Legion's calculations, it was not enough.
The only sounds in the area were the screams and shouts of the fairies.
This was the site where the once-strongest warrior fought a desperate battle and perished, taking a Higher Species Legion Soldier with him.
It was there that they set their feet.
At least dozens of them activated the Core Engines embedded in their chests.
Their target was the City Center's Sacred Tree.
Protected by a special incantation, their mission was to destroy it.
'Destroy it.'
The command was given. Half of them, lacking tails, unfolded transparent wings from their carapaces and ascended into the sky.
Using Formative Power to twist the laws of physics, it was now possible to fly even with a body condition that would otherwise make flying impossible.
The others quickly pushed off the ground and sprinted across the earth.
"They... are coming! Great Chief!"
"Hold your positions. We are with the Sacred Tree. That is the only way to protect our people."
The Great Chief, who was seated cross-legged in front of the Sacred Tree with the others, gripped the Vajra in hand.
She was the only one who still had the ability to understand and decipher the long-lost shamanic spells of their ancestors, even if just barely.
'They are waves, plagues, and calamities.'
Taking a deep breath, she slammed the Vajra into the ground.
The targets were currently slicing through mid-air, holding elongated weapons like spears as they charged forward.
She now realized the reason why the countless Monsters rampaging through the city had not yet attacked this place.
They had been waiting for those who could break this incantation. And those were the ones now flying and leaping toward them.
"Die, Evil Abyssal Monsters!"
The incantation she unleashed erupted, and the concentrated magic shot out like an explosive projectile.
The Higher Species, which had stopped mid-air, resonated their Barriers together to block the projectile.
However, thanks to this, the Great Chief managed to buy some time. With this, they could hold out a bit longer.
'That is now the only hope.'
She bit her lip.
The last and only hope was slipping away through a very small opening.
They were going to seek help from the only faction capable of aiding them.
At this point, it was better to ensure survival first.
"Everyone! Just hold on a little longer. Those terrible Monsters won't be ignored by the humans on the surface!"
She encouraged those around her who were sharing their magic and strengthening the incantation.
This place was truly the last remaining hope.
"Gr... Great Chief..."
"Carlton..."
But that hope was now shattered.
The Great Chief turned her head, her eyes trembling violently.
A branch that had burst through the Trunk of the Sacred Tree had pierced through the chest of an Elder standing nearby, writhing as it did.
[Infection Power of the Legion. Even plants are no exception.]
"Ah... Ahhh..."
Before her eyes, the Sacred Tree was being crushed from within in real-time, creaking as it was destroyed.
What emerged from the Trunk of the Sacred Tree was another Sacred Tree, blackened and twisted.
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The Sacred Tree was the origin of the Moonlight Fairies, their everything. It had taken decades of effort to cultivate it to even that extent.
However, that Sacred Tree was now being crushed alive and collapsing.
The terrible other tree that emerged after destroying the Sacred Tree was absolutely not the Moonlight Fairies' Sacred Tree.
"...How could this happen."
The Wight muttered in despair as he looked at the mark on his body, which had lost its light.
There was no longer any meaning in resistance.
In this unreasonable war, the only thing remaining for them was death, and if they could at least choose the way they died, that would be considered fortunate.
The Wight, trembling, used his sword as a cane to stand up.
'Is this what our ancestors felt when they faced the endlessly approaching Destruction Fungus?'
Despair and resignation in the face of an unstoppable calamity.
He pointed his sword at the Enemy Commander.
All the warriors who had fought alongside him were dead. Yet, the numerous monsters surrounding him were not attacking but waiting.
"Come. So you... were the Queen of Monsters."
He had made his decision for the end.
At the very least, he wanted to inflict even a scratch on the being that seemed to be the leader of these monsters.
The enemy was strong. Faster and more powerful than any opponent he had faced before.
With one arm torn off and a hole in his stomach, it was impossible, but still, he took a step forward.
"Urgh!"
But as soon as he said that, the legion soldiers standing beside him pounced on him.
Pierced by the poison stinger of a Mid-sized Legion Soldier, which was based on a Giant Scorpion, he was lifted into mid-air. A look of frustration crossed his face, but soon the life faded from his eyes.
'Nothing can dare exist above me.'
The reason he was pitifully slaughtered without being respected in his final moments was so trivial that he would lament if he knew.
"That's too much... At least let him have his final moment..."
Kang Do-Yeon muttered in a sorrowful voice, partially removing her mask.
Even with the mask on, memories remained. Though they felt as detached as reading someone else's diary, she was aware that they were her own memories.
Because of that, she was well aware of the Wight's desperation and the Moonlight Fairies' struggle.
'This is the ecosystem, the natural way. Even mere ants can be more ruthless than us, and mere packs of wild dogs can be more brutal.'
Of course, such things were not even considerations for the Legion.
They fought to survive. The losers died, and the victors grew. That was not only the nature of the Legion but also the rule that all living beings in this world followed.
Knowing that her emotions were hypocritical, Kang Do-Yeon did not say anything further.
'Finish it.'
The Legion's final command was given.
Kang Do-Yeon, wearing her mask again, led the legion soldiers into the city that had already been conquered.
There was nothing to see but corpses, corpses, and more corpses.
Of course, even those corpses were merely equivalent masses of nutrients to the Legion. There was no need to clean them up.
After all, this space would also become the Legion's Nest, and the corpses of both the fairies and the legion soldiers would be digested as they were.
[Some legion soldiers searching the city discovered a passage leading elsewhere.]
"So this was a kind of mine?"
Amidst this, the Legion discovered a passage in the city that led elsewhere.
Through shared information, Kang Do-Yeon identified what it was.
Mining tools were scattered here and there, and shiny ores were embedded in the rocks.
It was unmistakably a mine.
[The moment they realized how those who could not freely manipulate the power of the Sacred Tree, like the Legion, had obtained the Divine Stones.]
'This is a significant harvest. A few highly concentrated Divine Stones contain more energy than several hundred kilograms of organic matter.'
One legion soldier tore an ore from the rock with bare hands. Using the Legion's detection organ in this mine, they could find more ores faintly emitting a presence.
At the end of this mine, Kang Do-Yeon discovered another series of caverns connected by the Legion breaking through the walls from the lower stratum.
The place they found was sealed by an incantation.
'There are things to take care of before this.'
Having confirmed the end, there was nothing more to see. The Legion turned its gaze.
Knowing what was about to unfold, Kang Do-Yeon tightly closed her eyes and put the mask back on.
"Kill... Kill them! Kill!!"
The Great Chief, the sole survivor, was dragged out and screamed at the top of her lungs, her pride being the last thing she held onto.
"You vile bugs of hell... You dreadful Abyssal Creatures!"
Her screams echoed throughout the city. In reality, having witnessed the Sacred Tree explode before her eyes and her comrades being torn apart, she was already half-mad.
Her tongue had long since been bitten off. It was only the Infection Fungus, pre-emptively introduced by the Legion, that was keeping her alive.
'Time to silence her.'
Annoyed by her screams, the Legion ordered the Infection Fungus, which had spread throughout her body, to act.
"Haah!"
Black veins surged across her entire body in an instant. Her eyes widened as she trembled.
She tried to scream, but no sound came out.
'You can hear me now, right? Your brain, your lungs, your heart... They are all in my hands.'
"Ah... Ah..."
'Tell me everything you know.'
The unbearable pain, caused by her entire nervous system being directly manipulated and stimulated, was beyond even the worst pain one could imagine.
The unimaginable torment brought even her half-mad mind back to clarity. Writhing in agony, she began to spill every truth and lie she could think of, just to find relief.
"S-So... the humans on the su..."
"The humans..."
'Humans?'
Through this process, the Legion learned who had dispatched the golems from the Trunk Layer.
*
"Honestly, isn't it fascinating? Just over a decade ago, when I was in university, aliens were merely the stuff of imagination and fiction. Of course, nobody could have expected that those aliens would be monsters emerging through gates."
"Back then... it was the same for everyone."
"But as you know, this universe is even broader and more complex than that."
Ji Changhyun chuckled softly as he muttered.
This was a secluded corner of the first encampment where the Main Allied Forces had retreated temporarily after suffering heavy losses in the Alpha Base battle.
I was alone with him in that place, a sort of dojo.
"There are aliens far greater than those monsters. Perhaps even more advanced than us. But I believe in us, in humans."
"In humans? I'm sorry, but it was a fellow human who harmed my younger sibling in the end."
"...That's true."
Noticing my displeased expression, he nodded in agreement.
"However, Kang Shin-Woo, you must acknowledge this. There are many good people as well. I'm not asking you to trust the entire human species. I'm asking you to trust those working for a universal cause."
"Like your Master."
"They are the ones who taught us everything. That we can do this."
He seemed extremely proud of himself.
He said he had grown stronger after becoming a Unit, receiving guidance, and opening his eyes to new possibilities.
Honestly, it was hard to believe. The idea that a Player's goal might not be limited to survival and growth.
But Ji Changhyun, his comrades, and the other Players were already acting that way.
I couldn't figure out what "species" they were grouped under. Could it actually be a true alignment?
"It's time to show the potential of humanity."
He spoke with confidence, his eyes gleaming.
At the mention of humanity's potential, I glanced away.
On a screen in one corner of my view, it displayed the Legion interrogating prisoners and finally uncovering information about humans living on the surface.
What would the Legion think of humanity?
After all, the human species could be considered my own kin. Would they take that into account?
[The Legion has found new prey. A massive and valuable prey capable of furthering their growth.]
"..."
It seemed that wasn't the case. Although they knew I was watching, they refrained from manifesting their body, but I could tell what decision the Legion was going to make.
Well, I hadn't expected anything in the first place. Even I didn't believe that a species without a Collective Consciousness would be unified simply under the name of their species.
...It seemed more methods would be necessary.
At the very least, perhaps offering more gifts.
If not, give them something they would like even more than a gift.
"Branch Manager. The Allied Forces Commander is currently…"
"Oh my, I’ll have to step out for a moment."
At that moment, Ji Changhyun left his seat, saying he would be gone briefly, leaving me behind.
That sight of him was quite unfamiliar. Of course, he was an S-Rank Hunter, someone who belonged to the upper class of society, so it wasn’t strange for him to meet high-ranking officials.
But now, he wasn’t acting as just an S-Rank Hunter but as the representative of an Organization.
An Organization established to help powerless humans who were sacrificed in the conflicts between the App, Players, and Units.
And to empower them.
In fact, Ji Changhyun’s Player, whose identity was still unknown, had reportedly instructed his Units to spread his Teachings to ordinary humans with talent.
It was an unbelievable reality, but the Organization was functioning well. No, it was being revered and called a Hero.
The fact that I doubted whether these actions were out of pure goodwill or high-level political maneuvering was evidence that I had become rather cynical in recent months.
"He must have been certain that I already knew about the App because of my connection with Cha Jiyeon. But does he dislike the App so much that he hasn’t disclosed it to the general public?"
[It’s rational. If the existence of the App becomes known, it will cause trouble for you. No matter how you view This Game, there’s no reason to disclose it unnecessarily. Even if it were revealed, what could you gain? Their anger? Being a scapegoat?]
"That’s true."
I had nothing more to say and closed my mouth.
After all, from my position, worrying about others was useless. For now, the priority was to learn the Technique Ji Changhyun had promised to teach me and grow stronger.
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"I will teach you swordsmanship. My master uses a sword. Although I haven't fully mastered it yet, it will surely help."
"But Ji Changhyun-ssi doesn't use a sword..."
"I fought using my special ability, the Flame. But you will soon understand."
He handed me a sword. It wasn't the crude sword used by gnolls but a high-quality longsword with a polished blade.
Not bad. The Legion also naturally utilizes formative power through swords or similarly shaped weapons.
Up until now, I had been running around with a gun, but the limitations of personal firearms were clear.
I needed to step up from the level of physical enhancement.
"Kang Shin-Woo-ssi, have you ever read martial arts novels?"
At that moment, Ji Changhyun, whose sword was wrapped in blazing flames, smirked and asked.
"Ma-martial arts novels?"
"My master acknowledged this as well. Inner energy is somewhat similar to the concepts of inner power and martial arts. Of course, they are fundamentally different. Shall we start with breathing techniques? I am certain you have talent."
The explanation was simple: stabilize the inner strength through breathing and use that strength.
For now, I followed his instructions. Meanwhile, I glanced at the mobile phone set up on one side.
The mobile phone recording my current actions was something Ji Changhyun allowed, saying it would be useful for review.
However, it wasn't my real mobile phone.
It was a spare device I had handed over to the Legion as a bestowed item. The one with a dead battery had returned to me as a sacrifice.
"Do you feel anything?"
"...Indeed, I feel a different flow. But I'm not sure if this sense of dissonance is because I've learned another power."
"You'll soon recognize the difference."
I quickly noticed changes within myself. However, it was hard to discern whether these changes were due to the influence of the inner energy training technique or the effects of the Heavenly Soul Technique, which I had only learned the basics of.
"My body feels lighter and tougher. If I train in combat techniques suited to this body, it will become a martial art."
"Are you saying you'll reveal this power to the public and accept students to learn it openly? Without any cost?"
"Of course. It's the Age of Great Chaos. Many people desire the strength to protect themselves and those around them. The only thing we ask of our members is to protect humans—whether it's themselves, their family, or their neighbors."
"Is that the sole reason? Surely, some might find it suspicious. I remember the hunters' rights struggles from a few years ago were quite intense..."
No matter how diverse people are in this world, it was hard for me to understand, so I had to ask again.
He laughed faintly, as if he understood.
"If this were a time when ordinary life was still ongoing, it would have been impossible. But now, even the world's leaders know. If they want to at least preserve their lives, let alone their privileges, they need to abandon their ridiculous ideologies and beliefs and quietly survive. If they can't help, they shouldn't hinder."
"...Understood."
While I knew he was praised as a modest and thoughtful heroic hunter, seeing the sincerity in his shining eyes made me hesitant to get too deeply involved.
However, I couldn't help but feel that they would become a force that would shake the very foundation of this game.
[So, will you hand over the information stored in that mobile phone to the Legion?]
"...I'm still thinking."
That day's training ended.
Our mission was in a suspended state, essentially floating in mid-air. Thanks to that, I had some free time and sat alone in my solitary room, racking my brain.
[If the Legion absorbs that knowledge, it will undoubtedly become stronger.]
"Simply handing it over seems meaningless."
I would have to give it to them eventually. But when the Legion mercilessly annihilated the Moonlight Fairies, displaying overwhelming force...
Watching that footage, I felt fear rather than catharsis.
Having fought and confronted them directly, I understood.
The current Legion is strong. Elite Legion Soldiers equipped with core engines? I can guarantee I wouldn't stand a chance. I would be torn apart in the first strike.
Dozens of such beings were deployed in the recent battle. And that wasn't even their full power.
"Explain it in detail. What kind of data... Yes, show it in numbers. Exactly how much power does the Legion currently possess? You should be capable of doing that."
[...Calculating data...]
As expected, that guy displayed the "Calculating" indicator and fell silent for a moment.
I anxiously waited during that time.
The Legion always calculated nutrients and efficiency meticulously, deploying the minimum necessary troops to defeat their enemies.
That was only possible because they had the luxury to do so. Even in battles against the Destruction Fungus, the Legion steadfastly conserved nutrients.
[Calculation complete.]
"The answer?"
[I'll show you. The strength of your current unit, and if the Legion focused all forces on producing only one type of unit, how many troops could be deployed at once.]
[• Deployable Elite Legion Soldiers: 52,400 units.]
[• Deployable Large Legion Soldiers: 244,400 units.]
[• Deployable Mid-sized Legion Soldiers: 1,559,000 units.]
[• Deployable Small Legion Soldiers: 49,000,000 units.]
Strings of text appeared one after another. My eyes widened as I read through them.
[Of course, this data is extremely hypothetical. If that many troops were deployed, the current Legion wouldn't be able to sustain the maintenance cost, even with continuous devouring. However, this excludes special units like the Sacred Tree or the Infection Fungus.]
"Right. True strength comes from the combination of troops, anyway."
I muttered in a trembling voice.
Even if tens of millions of goblin-sized Small Legion Soldiers swarmed... No, tens of millions?! This was a number beyond common sense.
And that wasn't all. The Legion continues to grow. And evolve.
If they find more efficient methods and absorb more nutrients, doubling those numbers wouldn't be a problem.
[Will you send the mobile phone?]
"Wait a moment."
After holding my face in thought for a while, I made a decision.
At this point, as someone just taking the first steps, I wasn't in a position to be selective.
[What are you doing now?]
"Well, what's the harm? It's time to show my face, anyway."
I casually propped up the mobile phone and pressed the video recording button.
After discovering that the Bestowed Item and Sacrifice System could be used for mutual interaction, this was the method I came up with. Why it took me so long to think of it was probably due to my intelligence.
"Hey, ahem... Long time no see. It's nothing much, but..."
I began to speak.
The content wasn't particularly significant. On the surface, it was just like talking to a younger sibling.
"Actually, I watched the footage related to this war."
However, I made sure to include mentions of the Legion here and there.
From compliments about their performance to admiration for their strength... It sounded like blatant flattery, but I couldn't bring myself to say something ridiculous like "Stop the slaughter!"
"I hope you all stay safe. Until the end."
In the end, my video message was filled with mundane remarks and concluded. The sole purpose of recording this video was simple.
To establish a more advanced form of communication with the Legion.
I retrieved the spare device and took a photo.
The spare device disintegrated and vanished completely.
*
"Cha Jiyeon of the Korea Branch Step-Up Hunters."
"...Ji Changhyun of the Fire Dragon. I didn't expect you to be a unit."
"Isn't that the same for both of us?"
At the entrance of the barracks, as soon as she arrived at the encampment and was about to enter, Cha Jiyeon glared at Ji Changhyun, who grabbed her wrist.
The mana stone in her hand glowed.
Thanks to the heightened tension between the two after their encounter, neither of them heard the sound of someone talking alone in the empty barracks.
"Let go of me."
She shook off his hand roughly.
The atmosphere between the two grew fiercely intense.
They were units of the same world. In other words, they were destined to kill each other.
"Let me ask just one thing. Kang Shin-Woo already knows your true identity. As well as this evil and unreasonable game system. So give up any thought of using him."
"...That's quite amusing. That person has been involved from the very beginning."
As she retorted coldly, his eyebrow twitched slightly.
Seeing that, Cha Jiyeon's lips curled into a faint smile. She realized she held the upper hand.
"Then what exactly is your relationship?"
"It's a deeper connection than yours."
"If it was a personal relationship as humans, I would apologize."
Ji Changhyun, who had momentarily suppressed his energy, bowed his head respectfully.
However, when he raised his head again, crimson flames flickered in his eyes.
"But if your Player uses their unit to do something reckless, I cannot tolerate that for the sake of the cause."
"The cause? But the Player is...!"
"My Master, my Player wishes to speak with your Player."
He blocked her attempt to retort.
"You'll find out sooner or later. The demonic creatures and the Players controlling them have formed an alliance. Their target is your Evolution and the Allied Forces. As a member of the Guardian Alliance, I can't stand by and watch the Allied Forces suffer at their hands."
He turned his body first and began walking ahead.
Cha Jiyeon scoffed in disbelief but ultimately had no choice but to follow him.
[The Player has shown interest. Follow them.]
She had no other options.
A Legion Grows From My Smartphone - Chapter 67
Chapter 67
"Say that I turned off the screen."
[He turned off the screen. And his bestowed item arrived…]
Before the words were even finished, as if it had been waiting, a dormant flying species snatched the mobile phone and darted across the nest.
At the topmost layer of the nest, the figure that reappeared as soon as I claimed I turned off the screen was visible.
A girl wearing a mask, with soft, flowing black hair cascading almost to her hips…
The flying species dropped the mobile phone into her hand.
"Where is Kang Do-Yeon? Where is she?"
[Currently, she is on one side of the nest, receiving nutrient supply and resting to alleviate mental fatigue. The Legion has never shown your bestowed item to Kang Do-Yeon first.]
"Are you seriously viewing my sibling as a rival? She's my younger sister."
[Well, to the Legion, that doesn’t matter at all. What’s important now is your intention, and the sense of hierarchy. You’re above Kang Do-Yeon in the hierarchy, after all.]
"Sigh…"
For many reasons, my heart felt heavy.
Sending my younger sister to the Legion had been an unavoidable decision to save her life.
But throwing someone who had just entered high school into the midst of alien monsters was something no one should have to do.
In such circumstances, the Legion, which pursued efficiency above all else, was not likely to offer any 'human-centric' conveniences. Though it wouldn’t show outwardly, she would undoubtedly struggle.
[I’ve provided the saved path for the video, and now the Legion is trying to check the video you sent.]
At that moment, the Legion, which had been tapping on the screen, began to review the video I had sent.
"...?"
[...It seems they’re quite flustered.]
The first video the Legion played was my video letter.
It was meant to appear as though it was addressed to my younger sister, but regardless, after watching just a few seconds of the video, the Legion suddenly caused the entire nest to quake and hid at an incredible speed.
It charged headfirst into the flesh wall, wedging itself into the newly-formed crack, and vanished in an instant, leaving only its feet visible. Soon, even those disappeared.
Only my muffled voice could be heard from the overturned mobile phone, sounding pitiful.
"I can feel the stirred emotions too. But why, of all things?"
[It seems seeing your face was unexpected. The Legion has been curious about your face but intentionally avoided it until now.]
"My face?"
[It’s likely the same reasoning as why it hides its own face.]
Soon, Kang Do-Yeon appeared at the scene. Judging by her frowning expression, it seemed she had been forcibly awakened by the Legion’s orders.
"It’s just a video that my older brother sent. There’s no need to feel embarrassed."
She picked up the mobile phone and shouted into mid-air.
After some time had passed, the quivering wall split open once more, and the Legion reappeared.
"I’m not embarrassed. I just…"
"I can sense your emotions. You’re definitely embarrassed."
"I’m not."
"…Blocking the emotions flowing into me won’t work. It’s obvious."
"I said I’m not."
A sudden back-and-forth argument broke out between the two.
From this, I could confirm the emotion the Legion was harboring.
[Do you feel reassured?]
"I’m not sure. At least it feels like it’s willing to listen to me."
I sighed and leaned back in my chair.
What scared me the most was the idea that the Legion, having grown stronger, might completely disregard me and act entirely on its own.
For now, it seemed my influence on it was still considerable, which was fortunate. If my influence were to diminish further, I would lose the ability to control the Legion.
In the worst-case scenario, the Legion that had traveled all the way here could bury me alive in its nest, keeping me alive only to provide nutrients.
"Let’s watch it properly for now. Look, this is a video my older brother sent me. What if the battery dies?"
Kang Do-Yeon, acting more mature, stopped bickering and played the video again.
Her eyes wavered as she watched the video.
In truth, it had probably been a long time since she had seen my face—or rather, the face of any human.
Seeing her eyes gradually fill with tears made me feel uneasy as well.
"This… This is something my older brother is saying to you too. Listen carefully."
In the midst of this, her ability to understand my intentions and convey them to the Legion became even more apparent.
"Do you think the Legion might let my younger sister go someday? If I plead with it, might it release her?"
[That depends on how you handle it.]
I asked, knowing full well it wouldn’t be helpful.
The answer, as expected, was predictably unhelpful.
"Fought well…? Impressive…?"
[The Legion is currently reviewing the information about the soldiers it used in the last battle.]
Meanwhile, the Legion was visibly pleased with just a few words from me.
Despite being a transcendent entity that led countless troops and wiped out numerous species in this labyrinth, it seemed like a simple child in this regard.
Seeing this side of it reaffirmed that my influence on it was still significant.
Before this influence waned further, I needed to solidify and strengthen it.
This was also a kind of battle. A battle to determine whether my influence on the Legion’s consciousness would be greater than its innate nature and other external factors.
"It’s too early to celebrate. There’s another video. Isn’t this another gift from my older brother?"
And in this struggle for influence, the understanding of the situation shown by my younger sister was immensely helpful.
Though she was following the orders of the Legion, which viewed combat and growth as the ultimate blessings, in this regard, she fulfilled the role of an elder sibling perfectly.
Before I knew it, Kang Do-Yeon had the Legion seated beside her and played the second video.
The video showed me receiving training from Ji Changhyun.
"The breathing technique doesn’t really have a name. It’s just breathing, after all. Once you master it, you’ll be able to circulate the power within your body simply by breathing."
Ji Changhyun explained that this breathing technique was the foundation for the power I would later learn.
I struggled quite a bit to learn it. It wasn’t easy to keep breathing under conscious control while doing other tasks.
"By creating an unconscious circulation structure through the repetitive act of breathing, you resonate the energy with the power of that circulation. Circulation is akin to the Heavenly Soul Technique, and resonance resembles the Sacred Tree."
But for the Legion, a being capable of multitasking on an unprecedented scale and manipulating its body at the cellular level, it would be incredibly easy.
As soon as the Legion watched the video, it said it was simple and manipulated its body.
"Oh. I can do it too."
The same was true for Kang Do-Yeon, who was part of the Legion.
I could only sigh in amazement at the blatant unfairness.
With such an overt display of overwhelming capability, any thought of comparison vanished.
[The newly acquired technique is beginning to merge with the previously learned Heavenly Soul Technique and the Moonlight Fairy-Style Technique. A new application method that overlaps resonance with resonance. This amplifies the power further.]
The Legion extended its arm.
Dark crimson power erupted at once, swirling around its arm and condensing at the palm, forming what looked like a massive, spiraling drill.
The Legion unleashed it forward.
Part of the nest exploded with a deafening roar.
The nest, being part of the Legion itself, emitted a barrier using formative power at the moment of impact.
However, the energy it released shattered the barrier entirely, obliterating part of the nest and even the bedrock beyond it.
"Amplification… averaging over 80%."
The Legion looked at its hand with a satisfied smile.
I froze momentarily at the sight.
What on earth had just happened? It had decoded the otherworldly technique I had introduced in an instant, learned it, and combined it with its existing power to create a new, advanced system of strength.
"Let’s refine this power a bit more and teach it to my older brother. It will definitely help him."
Kang Do-Yeon, who had also acquired this power through shared knowledge, suggested another groundbreaking idea to the Legion.
"My older brother will be happy."
"Happy…?"
At that, the Legion immediately latched onto the suggestion with just a single word.
"If he receives that, then naturally, I must prepare a return gift."
[What will you give?]
"...That’s the problem."
Now practically slumped into the chair, I blankly watched the screen.
At first glance, it looked like two ordinary teenage girls huddled together, playing around.
Except their bodies were those of monsters, covered in carapaces and tough leather.
The two were currently filming a video to send to me.
But I couldn’t just sit back and watch idly.
A new concern made my head throb.
The Legion is strong. Too strong. Of course, it might be an arrogant thought, but I trusted the Legion—trusted that child.
Because of that, I couldn’t help but consider countermeasures.
Until now, I had never once touched that child. I had only observed and empathized through emotion.
If I were to give an order or make a request—would the Legion obey me, even if it went against its nature?
This was my biggest concern at the moment.
[But don’t let your guard down too much.]
"What do you mean by that?"
[It’s a fundamental discussion. Among the Units, Players, and the Factions tied to them participating in this Game, there are many who cannot be underestimated. Naturally, the Legion must become even stronger.]
At that moment, as if perfectly timed, letters floated before my eyes.
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"Huff... Huff..."
Ragged breaths stabbed at his lungs.
Even after escaping through that narrow and rough small hole, he didn’t stop running for even a moment.
His legs felt as if they were about to fall off, and every muscle in his body screamed in agony.
"I must... I must inform them faster..."
But the boy gritted his teeth and moved his body, enduring the pain of tearing muscles.
He knew that the fate of not only his family but also his entire species depended on him.
The sight of the city torn apart by the monsters emerging from the dark and barren land, and the somber face of the Great Chief as they grabbed his shoulder and pleaded, lingered vividly in his mind.
"I must..."
At the time when the Legion had finished stabilizing, communicating with Shin Woo, and was taking a brief period for reorganization.
The boy, shaking his head, had no idea of that news and thought only of climbing upward.
The reason they had settled there was because the ruins of their ancestors were relatively intact, but the upper stratum was not entirely empty.
For his purpose, there was no need to traverse all the dozens of strata above.
"Aaargh!"
The gasping boy stumbled and fell onto his backside.
What blocked his path with thundering steps was a golem with its core glowing brightly in its chest.
Unlike the golems of the lower stratum, the golems in this nearby region were not ordered to fight against the Destruction Fungus.
"Invader! Now! We are in danger!"
The boy, crouching, shouted frantically. It wasn’t his own language but the human language he had studied bit by bit.
The golem, which was about to step on the boy, suddenly halted its movements.
After a brief silence.
"Ride... Ride?"
The golem extended its hand toward the boy.
A low humming sound could be heard. Soon, the boy, regaining composure, climbed onto the golem's hand on his own.
"Nothing much to see here. Well, wasn’t this place already cleared out years ago?"
His tone was filled with indifference, showing no intention of taking a closer look from the beginning.
"Yes, Vice President of the Academy Club. Still, this time, our branch discovered various species in the Ancient Labyrinth..."
"Not exactly appealing. Wasn’t that labyrinth already claimed by someone else? Let’s just head back."
"Pardon...?"
The people, who had been nervously waiting, were taken aback by his words.
They had prepared countless things, expecting a visit from someone of his stature. From a major cleanup to polishing the floors and walls to a shine with toothbrushes, many had worked hard.
And now he was declaring his intention to leave after just a quick glance around.
"But Vice President of the Academy Club..! You haven’t even properly examined our research achievements!"
"Hmm?"
At that moment, someone, unable to hold back, stepped forward.
It was a young woman wearing a white robe as her research uniform. Everyone gasped as they saw her step forward.
"Researcher Reina."
He read her name from her badge and then smirked.
"I’ve seen enough. What is there to delve into here in the first place? I met the mayor yesterday. The city as a whole is unimpressive. With the fierce competition among other guilds, I don’t have time to invest in the research of those pushed to the frontier in such a remote place."
"But..."
"If you want to hold onto me and ascend to the center, you’ll need a groundbreaking subject."
He spoke without hesitation and turned away with his attendants.
The harsh truth he delivered left everyone frozen. They were resentful and frustrated, but there was nothing they could do.
To a mage belonging to the guild that ruled this world, the guild’s will was law and truth.
"Am I wrong, Reina? If your abilities were exceptional, wouldn’t your research already have been shown to me at the center?"
"No... Sir."
She lowered her head deeply and answered in a crawling voice.
Now the gazes that had been filled with surprise at her turned into ones of hostility and annoyance. They thought she had unnecessarily stepped forward and offended the Vice President of the Academy Club.
"Ahem, shall we leave now, Vice President..."
"Big! Big news!"
However, the news that came in at that moment halted his steps.
"Now this is getting interesting. Don’t you think so, Director?"
"Y-Yes! This is...!"
The Vice President of the Academy Club couldn’t hide the smirk tugging at his lips.
The place that suddenly became crowded with mages from the guild was none other than the entrance of the cave known to lead to the Ancient Labyrinth.
In their midst stood a sharp-eared boy, trembling with fear, his body painted with peculiar marks.
"However, it’s... The Moonlight Fairies, the indigenous species, are extremely wary of us, making proper research nearly impossible..."
"Can he communicate?"
Mages are fundamentally thirsty for research, that is, for subjects.
Especially in the frontier, where mages had to compete for advancement based on their research findings, this thirst was even more pronounced.
"Still, he stammered a few words. Right now, he’s clamming up out of fear."
"Ridiculous. What’s your name?"
The Vice President of the Academy Club sneered at the mage operating the security golem and pointed his staff at the boy's chest.
"Yelson."
Understanding the question, the boy, who had been silent until their arrival, stammered his name with trembling eyes.
The mages, astonished to hear human language from the mouth of a species previously shrouded in mystery, murmured among themselves.
"Good... Yelson. Why did your kind, who proposed the non-interference treaty first, violate it and come to our..."
"Intrusion! Now! We are in danger! Monsters below, coming!"
The Vice President of the Academy Club tried to calmly continue questioning as the representative, but Yelson, not understanding his words, urgently poured out what he had to say.
He couldn’t help it. Even at this moment, his people were dying.
"What do you mean..."
"Help, need help. Help!"
At the very least, his desperation and urgency were conveyed to everyone.
Among the flustered mages was Reina, who had her hand covering her mouth.
"Quiet, everyone! This doesn’t seem like a matter that can be taken lightly. Chief Secretary, bring that boy in first."
When the Vice President of the Academy Club struck the ground with his staff, a faint shockwave spread across the area.
"That boy?"
"Or do you plan to keep standing here?"
"N-No, sir!"
Startled by his glare, the secretary hurriedly grabbed Yelson's hand and dragged him along.
Even though the bewildered Yelson shouted something, no one dared to move. While everyone at the scene was curious, no one could defy the guild.
"Vice President of the Academy Club! According to the testimony, their situation seems dire. So..."
"Once again, it’s you, Researcher Reina. As a mere researcher, focus on your duties. I know what I’m doing."
As expected, it was Reina who stepped forward again.
And, as expected, he didn’t even pretend to listen to her.
"Vice President of the Academy Club. Then, I’ll at least contact the mayor. We should dispatch an investigative team at once..."
"No, forget it."
As soon as he walked away, he shook his head at the director, who was eager to please him.
Yelson could only listen with an anxious expression, unable to understand their conversation.
"Excuse me? But..."
"Director, don’t you want to move to the center soon? I think we’ve got an excellent research subject here. For instance, something like the anatomy of Indigenous Ancient Species. What do you think? Tempting, isn’t it?"
Grinning, he suddenly placed his hand on the director’s shoulder.
The director’s face turned pale, and his Adam's apple bobbed as he gulped.
"You see, I’m in a rush for research. And you all don’t understand. You don’t know the burden I carry. Ugh."
Suddenly bursting into laughter, he began walking ahead on his own.
The confused people stopped for a moment, staring after him, but the man who had just thrown them into disarray seemed entirely preoccupied with something else.
"Fools. They’ve only now begun to learn rudimentary incantations. However, if the entire species, weak though they may be, possesses even a trace of talent, and if they develop further to enable large-scale group magic, it could change the balance."
His eyes gleamed. In part of his vision, an entirely different world unfolded.
In the dark and barren land, there were countless creatures, living in groups.
Perhaps alerted to his gaze, they were startled and prostrated themselves in reverence.
For the god who grants them knowledge and current issues.
"Rise. There is no time to waste. The war is not over."
At his command, they rose again and resumed their duties.
The fact that his life depended on the survival of these humble creatures, who were no more than beasts before meeting him, always weighed heavily on him.
"The item given by the Ashukrud folk?"
[Now it’s ready]
He continued walking ahead, handling the tasks. This was something he always had to pay attention to but could never do in front of others.
"No matter how much I research and covet, I must first survive, mustn't I?"
He glanced at the screen and smirked.
His units, the ones some humans called Kobolds, were moving the treasured items packed in wooden crates to a specific location.
In any case, the interaction with the mysterious otherworld had greatly contributed to his power and social status.
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"How is he? What is he doing? Is he happy?"
[...Of course, he is currently checking the video you sent. He must be very busy. Yes, he is extremely happy.]
Faced with the barrage of questions from the Legion, the Observer eventually opened his mouth.
"Do you know how much effort I put into optimizing it for Older Brother?"
Kang Do-Yeon grumbled beside him.
In truth, it was Kang Do-Yeon's achievement to learn the new 'Internal Technique' that the Legion had developed and refined using its superintelligence, then understand and optimize it from a human perspective.
Thanks to the Legion's assistance in maximizing her brain function during the process, she was now in an extremely fatigued state.
"But the newly created Resonance Method is ultimately incomplete."
However, the Legion gave an ambiguous assessment of the new Internal Technique designed to handle Formative Power.
"Because it is a technique thoroughly crafted for humans—or rather, humanoids."
"But aren't all Higher Species humanoid...?"
Kang Do-Yeon asked back, as if she couldn't understand. The Legion nodded in response to her question.
Indeed, the Higher Species the Legion produced to wield Formative Power all took forms like humans or orcs, with arms and legs for wielding weapons.
"Beasts that use Formative Power—we haven't seen any yet."
The reason was simple. The Legion had never encountered other kinds of creatures that used Formative Power.
The Legion, which disliked the inefficiency of creating something directly, had no reason to take such a risk.
"Ultimately, because they are humanoid, they have no choice but to rely on other techniques."
However, these versatile unit types had a critical weakness: compared to other types of soldiers with developed builds, teeth, or claws, they had a lower lethality rate against enemies unless armed with weapons to deliver fatal blows.
For that reason, even if they were equipped with something like a Barbed Tail, if they were born with arms and hands, it was best to grasp and wield something.
"They need swordsmanship. Spear techniques, martial arts—everything."
The Legion's eyes sparkled behind the mask.
Weapons could be made easily. However, those weapons were clearly not part of the body and inevitably required a method of use.
That was the most efficient approach. This was something they had felt keenly in battles against the Moonlight Fairies, who had developed their own relatively systematic swordsmanship.
This was the basis for the Legion's judgment that the Resonance Method it had developed was incomplete.
"Then it's settled. The martial art Ji Changhyun said he would teach Older Brother is swordsmanship."
"Tsk."
The Legion did not bother to hide its emotions at Kang Do-Yeon's words.
"Tsk?"
"It's not that strange a voice. Learning directly from him via video is not bad, but if I teach him, he will be happier."
[...]
"...In this regard, you're really straightforward."
Kang Do-Yeon clicked her tongue at the Legion's completely unpredictable reaction and glanced at him.
This was no longer the Legion of the past, which had learned emotions and ways to express them from her.
Now, it had no hesitation in understanding and expressing its own emotions.
'I think I understand why Older Brother is so concerned.'
Because they were now bound as one entity, she understood better.
In everyday moments, this being was ordinary and peculiar, sometimes like a younger sibling. But she knew that this creature could transform into something endlessly cruel and horrifying.
[Reconnaissance up to the 68th Stratum is complete. At the same time, the traces end here.]
"There's only one possibility."
The Legion turned its gaze.
The location was over ten levels above this place.
The scouts scattered long ago had reached that point without any interference and were operating there.
"Traces of Golem. Could it be that the child fell prey to a Golem?"
"The broken traces continue upward. The Golem took the surviving individual above."
Even with the same information, the Legion, capable of seeing, hearing, and processing countless things in the city, denied Kang Do-Yeon's conjecture and pointed upward.
The Legion already knew about Yelson, the Moonlight Fairy Survivor. It even knew about the mission entrusted to that boy, having assimilated the knowledge from the mouth of the Moonlight Fairy Great Chief.
"Humans."
The entire Nest flinched slightly.
Startled, Kang Do-Yeon instinctively touched the core of her heart, which no longer pulsed.
She couldn't bring herself to speak. The Legion had already decided to hunt the humans on the surface.
And for the Legion, hunting meant only one thing: devouring the entire opposing species to the point of extermination.
"Commander of the Legion."
"Mm."
"Let's ascend to the Surface immediately. To seize everything they possess."
The reorganization was complete. The Legion decided to move to the surface.
[All the strata have already been cleared by the humans' Golems. Naturally, there are no potential enemies remaining.]
Accompanied by an eerie silence, the march of the Legion Soldiers began. The abundant vegetation in the Labyrinth was left untouched.
The Nest's expansion, which continuously devoured the entire Labyrinth, never stopped, as there was no rush—the process could proceed slowly.
The only nuisances were the Golems deployed by humans for maintenance. However, all of them had their cores shattered by the Swords of the Higher Species, collapsing in defeat.
[The scouts' location is the 78th Stratum. Traces of them were found here, though they are somewhat old.]
[The 88th Stratum. The scouts were attacked by what seemed to be Cave Bats and began to sustain damage.]
[The 96th Stratum. Artificially polished passages and chambers are visible. Massive doors block the passage, though there are slight cracks.]
[The 99th Stratum. Above, there is light.]
'Found it.'
The entire Legion stirred.
The 100th Stratum. The Legion's scouts discovered humans there.
The 100th Stratum was a fairly vast facility.
A significant number of humans had gathered in this facility, each holding one or two strange Crystal Spheres.
The surviving scouts cautiously approached some of them. After all, they were merely slightly larger insects.
Engrossed in their conversations, the humans failed to notice the scouts.
Those wearing robes were holding the Crystal Spheres as if they were mere afterthoughts, completely absorbed in their chatter.
"So, they really are some kind of wizards...?"
Kang Do-Yeon, knowing that Golems moved through methods other than scientific means, muttered absentmindedly.
The Legion also knew what magic was.
Not the fictional magic they had learned of through Earth's knowledge, but the magic of this world, revealed through the testimony of the Moonlight Fairy Great Chief.
"The gaze reflected in the Crystal Spheres... It's the scenery of the caves. They are observing through the eyes of the Golems."
The Legion confirmed that the screens on the Crystal Spheres displayed similar landscapes from countless angles and identified their purpose.
"It's not automatic... Does that mean they've seen us? But it's too quiet for that."
"The total number of Crystal Spheres is sixty-nine, while the number of humans is thirty-eight. They aren't observing all the Golems."
Having completed the calculations, the Legion immediately began new computations.
Although a Moonlight Fairy Survivor had escaped through a Small Hole, it was certain that the humans had not yet discovered the Legion's identity. This could be leveraged for a more efficient battle.
"For now, I want to see the outside."
The Legion temporarily halted its march and moved one of the scouts separately. Along the way, it devoured a bug in one swift motion to replenish its energy.
The Small Scout was equipped with a Digestive System to procure its own energy when necessary.
[Was it desperate enough to accept inefficiency? So, now that you see the outside you've longed for, how is it?]
The scout moved toward the increasingly bright light.
And finally, the scenery changed.
Unlike the powerless light of luminous stones in the cave, the radiant Sunlight, full of vitality and the essence of life, illuminated the entire world.
The Freedom-Carrying Wind, embodying true freedom, could now go anywhere, in stark contrast to the constrained wind of the underground Labyrinth.
The soil, and the energy of countless living beings thriving upon it—all of it.
To those who lived here and saw it daily, these things went unnoticed. But to the Legion, leaving the underground for the first time, everything was new.
It was like a newborn child opening its eyes to see the world for the first time. The world of the Legion, which had started in a mere cavern within the cave, expanded once more.
[You already knew, didn't you? What lies outside, what the Sun is, what this world is.]
'No... It's completely... different.'
It was true that the Legion had learned countless pieces of knowledge through its growth. But in the end, that was merely acquired knowledge.
The scenery it now saw and experienced directly through a part of itself was so overwhelming that even its Transcendent Brain momentarily stalled.
'The sky. A place where gods dwell, and at the same time, a gateway to the vast universe.'
The Legion's gaze turned upward. The sky was something it had always wanted to know.
The endlessly spreading blue. The specially enhanced vision of the scout conveyed the vivid hue of that blue with stunning clarity.
'Beautiful.'
At this moment, for the first time since its birth, it could see the azure heaven.
The scenery of this world, open and vast beneath that sky, could not be compared to any cavern, no matter how large.
The Legion, which had not yet clearly determined what the standard of beauty was, decided on the standard of "beauty" for the first time.
[Then, upon seeing that sky and this world, the thought that arises is]
"I want it."
The obsession over that thought briefly subsided, and the Legion, which had never hesitated before, ignited an even stronger flame for its voracious appetite.
It was a natural outcome. If it desired something, it would take it. That was the common sense of the Legion.
The entire Legion shook violently with an inborn intense instinct to devour all of this and dye it with its own cells.
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The moment I first saw the world outside the cave, I made that resolve. Can you handle it?
"I-I kind of expected it."
Although I said I had turned off the screen, the truth was, I was secretly watching, pulling at my hair in frustration.
It was true that seeing the effort they put into creating a video to inform me had slightly put me at ease, but I didn't let my guard down.
That was the innate nature of the unstoppable Legion.
I transferred the video of the Legion’s Mental Method, the Resonance Method lecture that my younger sibling had recorded and sent to my spare device, to my mobile phone, then focused back on the screen.
"So. The Legion that escaped the underground and saw the world for the first time declared it would devour the world. And to do so, they acted like this."
[Look at the screen. The highest priority is information, and they are currently acting to obtain it.]
The Legion never hesitates. They do not need acts of discussion to make decisions for moving their army. Once a decision is made, they push forward without the slightest hesitation.
A few special flying species divided into small groups and cut through the darkness, crossing the strata.
The scouts observing the mages had their perspectives displayed on a portion of the screen.
The golems they controlled seemed to bustle around differently from regular golems, but in the end, weren't the mages the ones who had to verify and decide based on the perspectives of those golems, which were essentially a type of CCTV?
"@#%~₩."
"&%^~@? #####."
But seeing the crystal sphere's condition—ignoring everything while they chattered and laughed among themselves—it seemed I didn't need to worry, even if I couldn't understand their language.
Just how much were they underestimating this labyrinth to act so leisurely?
"Would offering condolences be a bit hypocritical?"
Though I was unsure of their true strength, I still bitterly smiled, predicting their end wouldn't be pleasant.
"@%?"
[The Legion's small flying species successfully infiltrated the ceiling of the 100th stratum without being noticed. Even now, they remain undetected.]
The small flying species dispatched by the Legion this time resembled bats completely, save for their poisonous stinger tails and fur.
The Legion soldier, equipped with four pairs of membranous wings, crawled upside down along the ceiling.
Then, opening its mouth wide, it began silently emitting biological gas.
[The gas contains an infection fungus, which the Legion has refined to the extreme through battles with the destruction fungus. While the Moonlight Fairies, empowered by the strength of the Sacred Tree, were immune to airborne infections, what about humans?]
"Zoom in on the screen."
Glancing cautiously outside the encampment, I zoomed in on the screen.
As the screen magnified to the point of revealing the microscopic world, the bacteria-type Legion soldier floating in the air became visible.
They dispersed naturally into the air, attaching to the respiratory tracts and mucous membranes of the mages' eyes.
"Achoo!"
Sneezes and tearing triggered the body's defense mechanisms, attempting to expel the toxin-secreting bacteria-type Legion soldiers attacking nearby cells.
Of course, that alone wouldn't be enough to stop them.
[It seems that due to their unique power, they cannot be infected through such a simple method.]
Suddenly, the bacteria-type Legion soldiers began to perish.
The mages, startled, simultaneously clutched their chests, exchanging glances as if they had noticed something.
[In that case, the only solution is to inject a large, potent, and heavy infection fungus directly into their bloodstream.]
Of course, for the Legion, it was just one of many plans being blocked.
The flying species stationed on the ceiling discreetly aimed their poison stinger tails at their respective targets.
"@?%."
"%..."
The mages, seemingly unbothered, returned to their tasks.
And at that moment, the poised poison stinger tails exploded with a pop, launching the embedded stingers at tremendous speed.
"Ugh!?"
A stinger embedded deeply into a neck. Thicker and longer than an injection needle, its reverse serrated edges resembled hooks, making it difficult to remove.
"@%^~!"
The mages panicked, rushing to their fallen companions who clutched their necks, heads, and shoulders after the sudden assault.
[Those injected directly are different from airborne transmission. Stronger, larger. They cannot be overcome by mere faint formative power like a heartbeat.]
"Ugh..."
Foaming at the mouth, the victims' wounds rapidly darkened, and black veins began to emerge along the surrounding blood vessels.
Cellular warfare was the Legion's specialty.
The victims, whose cells were being destroyed and devoured alive, had their eyes roll back as their bodies convulsed and grotesquely contorted.
The mages, who should have made a decisive move, were too flustered by the sudden assault to act, missing the golden time.
"Argh!"
The infection fungus, spreading to the central nervous system and brain, completely seized control of their bodies.
The victims sprang up and attacked their companions with their teeth.
"A...AAAAAAH!"
"NOOOO!"
The horrific screams made me instinctively grimace.
The gore surpassed that of a typical zombie narrative, making it hard to watch calmly. And this wasn't even a movie.
[They aren't fools, of course. They resist.]
In the midst of it all, one mage, who seemed to recover his senses quickly, hurled a fireball at an incoming infected companion.
The power was considerable. The explosion that accompanied the bang was on par with a grenade.
Moreover, the man traced complex motions with his hand, creating and throwing dozens of fireball projectiles simultaneously.
[The Legion is measuring their strength.]
"...Honestly, they seem pretty strong."
I was slightly taken aback. The magic was stronger and faster than I had imagined.
Now alone, he began taking down his attacking infected companions one by one.
"Are we going to lose him at this rate?"
The man, mumbling something, cast another incantation on himself.
With his accelerated movements, he smashed the face of a lunging companion with his fist, breaking their nose.
While fighting, he gradually retreated, nearing the exit of the cave.
Finally, after throwing a flaming spear that obliterated the upper body of his last remaining companion, he turned and began sprinting away, his face pale with fear.
[No, he will not escape.]
But he did not escape.
A spear tore through the air, shattering the translucent barrier around him and piercing his body.
The dark crimson aura emanated from the spear, made entirely of crimson ore.
The one who had thrown it was an elite Legion soldier who had reached this place unnoticed.
"When did they..."
As I muttered blankly, the elite Legion soldier folded its wings into its carapace and walked over to retrieve the spear.
[With all of them neutralized as planned, the next step is to obtain information.]
"@..."
The Legion soldier gripped the trembling man's head as he coughed up blood.
I sighed inwardly. Once in the hands of the Legion, death would not come easily.
The wound, already injected with the infection fungus, was healing in a crude and haphazard manner.
[The Legion will use them to gather information about this world and themselves, then move in earnest.]
"Turn off the screen. Inform me immediately if there’s anything unusual."
I turned off the screen there.
The scenes that would follow were predictable, and I had no desire to watch them all.
"Shin Woo, are you in there?"
"Yes, come in."
There was no point in continuing to watch for now.
I let Cha Jiyeon, who was knocking outside, enter.
However, she was not alone.
Chris, a companion from Evolution, was with her.
"Guardian Alliance."
"Honestly, it's a bit laughable, but... well, I won't complain. They're still impressive compared to us."
Chris scoffed as he sipped his coffee.
What they brought to me was none other than the cooperation between Evolution and the Guardian Alliance.
It was a slightly surprising choice for me, knowing that the Guardian Alliance was centered around Players and Units.
I had thought their Players were incredibly arrogant and closed-minded.
"They're remarkable people, but also lunatics at the same time. And right now, the situation isn’t great either. As you probably know, monsters are rallying around Units and causing chaos. Things are relatively okay here? One of the Eastern European Allied Forces’ corps has been annihilated."
"Annihilated?"
"The Minotaurs, which we used to call the Beastheads, were also Units."
Chris chuckled after finishing his explanation.
Muscular Demonic Creatures with Cow's Heads.
Standing at 3 meters tall, A-rank monsters with a physique capable of overpowering even Orcs were Units.
It sent chills down my spine.
The situation has grown increasingly dire, and public sentiment has shifted toward the Guardian Alliance. They promised to give without any conditions, and already, many Hunters and humans have joined their ranks. Their goal is singular: to unite and save people.
"That's why they're lunatics. They don't care about appearances. The Middle Eastern Terrorist Group that the powerful nations had been turning a blind eye to all this time—they were wiped out in a single night by those guys. They emphasize global unity, but it feels like looking at some kind of religious organization."
Chris shuddered as he added to Cha Jiyeon's comment.
I kept my mouth shut, unable to respond. Ji Changhyun's face momentarily flashed through my mind. Did he and his Players really think it was more important than the Game?
"Things are getting complicated, even apart from this cursed Death Game."
Chris downed the last of his coffee.
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"Are you sure he's not watching?"
[Yes.]
"Then it doesn't matter."
In a secluded corner of the cavern, the Legion began by verifying the most important matter first.
Shin Woo, who was currently conversing with Chris and Cha Jiyeon, was indeed not looking at the screen.
Of course, there was a reason why someone who could observe everything through a screen invisible to others had deliberately turned it off.
"Heuh... Hkkhh..."
"Let's talk a little more."
The Legion held onto the trembling man leaning against the wall beside it and grinned slyly.
The prisoner himself couldn’t believe the situation—a monster resembling a human woman was whispering to him through the glowing eyes behind its mask.
The Legion was already well-versed in the art of interrogation.
Spreading the Infection Fungus throughout the body, it seized control and manipulated the nervous system at will.
The Legion had long since recognized that pain was an efficient tool—a sword that forced truth to emerge—and had used this method consistently.
Even the proudest of fairies, no matter how high their pride, could not endure the excruciating pain for even an hour before wanting to bite through their own tongue.
"Spill it all. Every little detail."
The Language System was different, but that was irrelevant.
With just a few clues, the Legion had mastered the human language in no time, and the pace of its learning continued to accelerate.
"Everything."
"Hkkh... Keugh..."
This was why Shin Woo had turned off the screen. The victim, overwhelmed by unimaginable agony, trembled uncontrollably, semi-conscious, and confessed everything they knew.
The Legion memorized and stored all the information.
It understood that cross-verification was necessary, but for now, it assumed the obtained information was truthful and began calculations.
'It would be ideal if I could analyze the brain and extract the information directly.'
There were shortcomings. The Legion was well aware that extracting information through torture was not a sophisticated method.
Although the Legion now possessed the ability to perfectly replicate the subject's brain cells, it still couldn’t interpret the information contained within them.
Unlike language, which could be communicated externally to gather clues, brain cell analysis yielded no useful insights at this stage.
[So, have you decided on a course of action?]
"Of course."
The Legion, having extracted all the information, stood up.
At that moment, a faint glimmer of hope appeared in the victim’s eyes, as they believed the terrible pain was finally about to end.
"Ahh... Aaaagh!"
However, the controlled Infection Fungus, now having no further use for the victim, completely consumed them, destroying their brain and obliterating their ego.
The victim, who had screamed and thrashed violently, gradually ceased all movement.
With a final tear falling from their eyes, the victim, now entirely overtaken by Black Veins, became nothing more than a lifeless chunk of flesh. Eventually, when the Legion’s Nest expanded to this area, it would assimilate the remains as Nutrient.
'It’s over now, so let’s move on, Commander of the Legion.'
The Legion, still masked, gave an order to Kang Do-Yeon, who had been standing by.
Now that it knew exactly where it was and the nature of its enemies, there was no longer any reason to stay dormant.
'I’ll devour them all.'
The calculations were complete. The Legion immediately decided to act. Conveniently, movement was detected at the entrance.
"Hey, Boris! Why aren’t you answering?"
"These guys slacked off as a group. I specifically told them to report back before the shift change..."
As twilight descended outside the cave, a group of Mages, oblivious to the events that had occurred here hours ago, entered the cavern.
They had come to take over the shift, visibly irritated. Regular reports of no anomalies were required, but not a single one of the previous workers had contacted them.
Even in a backwater post, there were basic rules to follow, if only to maintain appearances.
"...What is this?"
"Why is no one here?"
However, they were taken aback by the emptiness, devoid even of the slightest trace of life.
This cavern, established decades ago, had long since become a quiet, forgotten corner. They had never expected such an anomaly to occur here.
Hurriedly, they began checking the Crystal Spheres.
But in truth, the cavern was not completely empty.
Though the Mages were unaware, countless eyes were already observing their every move in real time.
"What the... All the connections to the Golems have been severed."
"Same here. Something seems to have gone wrong."
The Mages, upon checking the Crystal Spheres, instinctively heightened their alertness.
The atmosphere shifted in an instant. What had been a dull and chaotic workplace cluttered with desks, Crystal Spheres, papers, and books was now steeped once again in its past eerie gloom.
The sound of water dripping from the stalactites echoed loudly.
"Rookie, go to headquarters immediately and report this. We’ll investigate here. Damn it, we should’ve brought the Communication Sphere, even if it meant breaking regulations."
A middle-aged Mage, seemingly a senior member of the group, gave a slightly trembling order to a younger man.
Accustomed to such treatment, the young Mage nodded urgently in response to the serious tone and quickly turned to leave.
"Wh—?"
"You cannot leave."
But just as the young Mage dashed toward the entrance, someone blocked his path—a figure whose appearance had gone unnoticed.
Draped in Black Armor over a slender, curvaceous body, the figure stood with its back to the twilight’s deepening shadows, its long jet-black hair cascading down to the hips and its Red Glow piercing through the mask.
"What in the world..."
"Fool! Get down!"
While the young Mage was caught off guard by the Legion, the senior Mage immediately grasped the gravity of the situation and summoned an Ice Awl in an instant, launching it forward.
However, the Ice Awl was blocked by a sudden emergence of a translucent, dark crimson Barrier.
For a moment, silence enveloped the scene. Amidst the stillness, the Legion raised a finger and pointed directly at them.
'Kill them.'
The Flying Legion Minions, waiting in the Lower Stratum, surged out like water gushing from a dam.
"Ugh, aaagh!"
"Deploy the shield! Now!"
Several Mages, startled by the onslaught of the massive flying creatures, failed to respond in time and fell where they stood, their blood splattered by Sharp Claws and Poison Stingers.
Since the Legion had resolved to kill them all, there was no need to bother with Infection.
A few surviving Mages huddled together, raising a Shield Barrier and casting various spells in a desperate attempt to fend off the Legion Soldiers.
'Employees of the Labyrinth Management Office, mostly Low-level Wizards.'
However, the Legion, already informed about their identities and magic through the interrogation of the prisoner, was unimpressed.
Though the new method of manipulating Formative Power was intriguing, the Legion judged that their level was unworthy of being learned.
"There are too many..."
"Please, spare me!"
The Mages, completely overwhelmed by the Flying Species, struggled to resist within the thin Shield Barrier, surrounded by the black swarm of Monsters.
But the Shield Barrier was not infinite. No one was coming to aid them.
Moreover, the ferocity of the Monsters was unlike ordinary beasts. They didn’t see humans as prey but as targets to be annihilated, pursuing this single purpose with relentless determination.
Sensing the palpable malice of the creatures, the Mages fell into panic, and the more their spirits faltered, the thinner the Shield Barrier became, until it started to crack.
'The Guild, and the City.'
As the Mages, unable to maintain the Shield Barrier, were brutally torn apart, the Legion was already contemplating the Next Plan.
According to the information obtained, there were humans in this world far stronger than these Low-level Wizards.
Their strength seemed worthy of being studied.
[How long will Nestification take?]
"It doesn’t matter."
The Legion began constructing the Legion’s Nest on the 100th Stratum.
Legion Soldiers resembling giant toads regurgitated Sticky Secretion, from which Flesh Wall and Tentacles sprouted, gradually covering the ground.
As the Nest had yet to fully consume even the 70th Stratum deep underground, for now, it only established a connection to share Nutrients with the Main Nest and created a means for the troops to assimilate and supply Nutrients here.
"There’s plenty of food. We’ll devour it all and expand our scale."
Standing at the cave entrance, the Legion spread its arms wide.
The Vast and Distant Forest stretched out endlessly, teeming with flora and fauna. In the distance, a sizable City was visible.
There was no shortage of sustenance. This was nothing like the barren Labyrinth filled with only rocks.
Everything unfolding before them could become their Energy.
The Legion stepped out of the Cave, which had been nothing more than bare rock, and set foot on the Soft Soil ground where weeds had sprouted.
Though it was the coarse foot of a Monster with Sharp Claws, it could still feel the texture beneath.
Kneeling on one knee, the Legion swept its hand across the Soil Ground and soon smirked.
An Ant, fearlessly climbing onto that hand, tilted its head curiously.
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"However, Reina! It's late!"
"I'll just hear more of the story and come back. Does it make sense not to investigate at all?!"
The sound of yelling echoed through the late night.
The city of Rihelem, located on the outskirts of the continent, was once a major city established by numerous people who gathered to explore the Ancient Labyrinth.
Although now, the exploration of the labyrinth had ceased and the focus of continental dominance had shifted to the center of the continent, causing the city's prominence to drop sharply and reducing it to a quiet frontier town.
"You said you've already been marked by the Vice President of the Academy Club. What are you going to do if you stand out even more and end up being expelled?"
"...Even so, it doesn't matter. Before the Vice President leaves, I will at least hear the full details."
She gritted her teeth. As a mage of this world, rising to the Central Magic Association, which holds and wields the power of the world, was naturally a dream everyone aspired to.
However, at times, some people could prioritize other things over that ambition.
"I'm sorry, Deputy Director. For now..."
"Cr, it's an emergency!"
But before she could leave the office, the communication sphere buzzing on the Deputy Director's desk displayed the urgent face of someone.
Faced with successive issues, the Deputy Director rubbed his already aching head vigorously.
"Alright. What is it now, Bob? If you're making a fuss over trivial issues like unpaid wages for laborers again, I won't let it slide."
"From the management office, the mages working in the Labyrinth Surveillance Team have lost contact on a large scale!"
"...What?"
But this time, the news was far from trivial.
The Deputy Director's widened eyes met Reina's equally shocked gaze.
"Right now, he should be at the manor with the Director. They'll be leaving early tomorrow."
"I, I'll hear the story. Deputy Director, contact the Mayor and quickly send out an investigation team."
"Th-that's right."
Realizing the gravity of the situation, the Deputy Director adjusted his stance.
Reina quickly found out the Vice President's whereabouts, grabbed her outerwear, and stormed out of the office.
'This was far from a light issue...'
Crossing the night streets, she bit her lip as a growing unease crept over her.
Although the labyrinth had been dormant for a long time, the Moonlight Fairies, who had been restoring their faction there, sent an urgent rescue message, even involving a child.
The Vice President's overly nonchalant attitude in handling the matter was, by all accounts, illogical.
Of course, this thought stemmed from Reina's ignorance of the fact that the Vice President was utterly absorbed in something beyond her imagination.
"Wa-wait! This is the residence of Orne, the Head of the Research Lab of Blakel Academy..."
"I'm Reina, a Research Mage of the Academy! I must see the Director, no, the Vice President immediately!"
Panting as she arrived, she shouted at the guard blocking her path.
Startled by her determination, the guard hesitantly moved aside.
Without hesitation, she crossed through the manor. Since it seemed the situation had already escalated, there was no need to hesitate.
"What is the meaning of this?!"
When the startled Director appeared, shouting in anger, she stood her ground and glared directly at him.
"Ha... Did you not receive the communication? There's been an incident."
"An incident?"
Director Orne, who was confronting her in the hallway, raised an eyebrow.
Almost simultaneously, an old butler hurriedly ran over holding something, but he stopped when he noticed the tense atmosphere. In his hand was a communication sphere with someone shouting on the other end.
"Alright, Deputy Director. What's the matter?"
Clicking his tongue, the Director took the crystal sphere and listened to the report from the Deputy Director displayed on the screen.
Reina listened quietly. After all, just by listening, she could see the Director's expression stiffening.
"It-it might not be a big deal."
The Director, breaking out in a cold sweat, desperately tried to deny reality.
The news he received while basking in anticipation of his ascent to the center was too much of a shock.
"Director. The mages' safety is at risk. And this morning, there's testimony from a Moonlight Fairy rescued from the labyrinth about an incident!"
"So what?"
"At least let me meet that fairy child. Show some proper action at the very least. This is no trivial matter!"
Frustrated by his inaction, Reina raised her voice at him. However, the Director's condition grew increasingly strange.
His eyes trembled violently, and cold sweat poured down relentlessly. It was a stark contrast to his usual authoritative and overbearing demeanor towards his subordinates.
"Th-th-that is... That..."
"Calm yourselves. Both of you."
At that moment, the Vice President appeared. With his neatly groomed beard and sharp eyes, his commanding presence silenced the tense atmosphere with a solemn voice.
"It seems the matter is indeed serious. Director, accompany her to the laboratory."
"E-excuse me? But!"
"Are you defying my orders now?"
The Vice President's eyes glinted as he pressured the now-pale Director.
Reina wondered why the Director was reacting this way, but she soon dismissed the thought. It wasn't important right now.
"This way."
The Vice President led the Director and Reina to the Underground Laboratory located beneath the manor.
Reina was silently impressed. Despite being a personal facility, the laboratory was well-equipped with proper installations.
"Ah...?"
"It's truly fascinating. The marks engraved on their bodies from a young age continuously evolve under the influence of mana as they grow, developing into a unique organ, the Magic Vein."
But Reina was left speechless at the sight before her.
"H-how could this..."
No, it wasn't just speechlessness; she was so shocked that she momentarily lost her senses.
Inside the test tube, a boy's severed head floated, detached from his body, with lifeless eyes.
"See? This is what happens when you meddle excessively."
-Non-lethal mode-
While she was reeling from the shock, he pulled something from his pocket and aimed it at her chest.
There wasn't even time to cast an incantation in response. The needles fired in an instant, piercing through her clothes and embedding into her body, delivering a powerful electric shock that knocked her unconscious.
"A-a-amazing. What exactly is that artifact..."
"Just something to protect myself in case of unforeseen circumstances. Don't concern yourself with it. Orne, focus on cleaning up."
"Is she... dead?"
"No."
He kicked the fallen Reina lightly and grinned at the Director's question.
"We also need a suitable experiment subject to apply the data collected from dissecting this local Fairy Tribe. Preferably one with mana."
"Surely not..."
"Make sure she's securely confined for later use. For now, let's deal with whatever this problem might be. As if any real issue would arise just because some stray mages who never even made it into the guild ran into trouble."
Ignoring the aghast Director, he tucked the gun back into his pocket.
He was meticulous. The gun was something he had obtained from his temporary alliance partner.
It was a weapon meant to counter any potential threats from this world's units or Players.
'No matter how much those foolish mages try to resist, there won't be a problem once my magic and these weapons combine. The only remaining concern is the Assassination Authority.'
Grinning slyly, he ordered the Director to handle the external issues and sent him off.
[Do not let your guard down. This is fundamental advice, Rozes. Never, ever let your guard down.]
"I know! That's why I'm being so extremely cautious! No examiner or mage will ever lay a hand on me!"
Left alone, he growled in frustration at the voice whispering in his head.
"Search quickly!"
"What about the Tracking Magic?!"
"It's almost ready!"
In the already late dawn, a significant number of people left the city and entered the forest.
This forest, left undeveloped for agricultural use due to the presence of the labyrinth and designated as a restricted area, was not an ideal terrain for the movement of such a large group.
"Deputy Director, isn't it too much to bring this many people..."
"It's under the Director's orders, so there's no choice."
The Deputy Director gave a bitter smile at the Defense Captain's remark.
Although the Director's initial reaction to the report was lukewarm, he suddenly called and urged for the matter to be resolved quickly.
'Reina, what kind of trouble did she stir up again? Should I have waited for her after all?'
With a restless mind, he glanced around.
The dark and gloomy forest was unsettling, though the presence of over a hundred people provided some comfort in what would otherwise have been an oppressive space.
It seemed like there were too many people, but given that this area had now achieved complete stabilization, the idea of a group of unaffiliated mages encountering personal safety issues was not something to be taken lightly.
"Search Magic!"
"It's ready now!"
"Good. Everyone, halt! Stop all movements!"
He ordered everyone to stop moving in order to cast the Search Magic.
Several wizards moved to the center, unfolded a Paper Inscribed with a Complex Magic Circle, and stood in a triangular formation.
"Oh, that is..."
"This is the magic confidently showcased by the Yucalleria Academy. It can detect anything above a certain size that moves."
He shrugged slightly as he explained the magic to the Defense Captain, who expressed amazement.
Before long, the magic was completed. Following the intentions of the mages, a faint Magical Current spread in all directions with the wind.
"Now, the things detected will appear on the Magic Circle. Quickly, cover it with the map. The scale matches the map exactly."
As per his command, a prepared Map was placed over the Magic Circle.
As expected, reactions began to appear immediately.
"Oh! Are these Glowing Dots...?"
The Defense Captain, delighted, pointed to a specific spot where the Glowing Dots appeared.
However, the excited Defense Captain soon lost his words.
"Th-this is..."
It wasn't just him. The Deputy Director’s face also turned pale in an instant, rendering him speechless.
Murmurs spread among the crowd as they confirmed the results. The Glowing Dots on the map increased one by one, then by the dozens, and then by the hundreds, appearing without stopping.
The dots clustered together, almost forming a solid surface.
"...This is bad."
At that moment, the Deputy Director, who had just turned his gaze away from the Magic Circle, saw something.
In the dark forest, hidden within the shadows of the gloom, there were Black Waves.
A Legion Grows From My Smartphone - Chapter 73
Chapter 73
"Enemy aaaa!!"
He instinctively shouted with all his strength.
At the same time, countless red glows flashed in the darkness of the forest.
"Uwaaah!"
"Monsters! They're monsters!"
What poured out from the forest and attacked them were not humans, contrary to their expectations.
It was an assault from grotesque and horrifying monsters they could never have imagined.
The soldiers holding shields hurriedly raised them and took a defensive stance, but it was impossible for ordinary people, unprepared as they were, to stop the charge.
Like infantry trampled by a heavy cavalry unit charging at full speed, the soldiers hastily forming a battle formation were crushed by the mid-sized legion soldiers.
Steel armor was torn apart like paper by sharp claws, and steel swords couldn't pierce their carapaces.
'What madness is this.'
The deputy director was so shocked he almost fainted but held himself together by the instinctive thought that if he faltered now, it would mean total annihilation.
"Everyone, over here!"
He moved his mana and instantly cast a spell, striking the ground with his hand to activate the magic.
From the spot where his hand touched, a glowing magical formula quickly spread across the ground, enveloping the people.
"This is!"
"It's an advanced protection spell!"
The soldiers cheered. The advanced magic used by the guild's executive class was that powerful.
Indeed, the claws, stingers, and other attacks from the legion soldiers all struck the translucent golden shield barrier, creating ripples but failing to penetrate.
"What on earth are these things...?"
"Is this really the time to worry about that? Attack!"
He, who had to maintain the magic, couldn’t take any other actions.
Fortunately, the mages who accompanied him, the defense captain, and a few elite soldiers wielded their magic and mana-infused weapons, attacking the monsters from within the shield barrier.
However, the monsters, as if receiving commands, moved uniformly and retreated to minimize damage.
"Forget them for now! Request reinforcements immediately!"
"Can you hear me? Request reinforcements now! We're under attack!"
In the meantime, they used the communication sphere to connect with the city.
Though they barely managed to hold on, they were still surrounded and unable to move a single step.
"Stay calm, everyone. Fortunately, it seems those monsters don’t have the ability to break through this shield barrier."
"Deputy Director. I remember hearing reports of anomalies in the labyrinth."
"...That's right. These creatures might indeed be the ones that escaped from the labyrinth."
In the fleeting moment of standoff, he broke out in a cold sweat as he glared at the monsters.
They were too bizarre and unnatural to be mere monsters.
'Are they really living beings?'
Having encountered outdated golems and various magic weapons before, he found something eerily familiar in the appearance of these black monsters.
Too silent and alien for living beings, they felt more like magic weapons acting by command rather than beasts.
"Huh?"
"A person...? A girl?"
And then, at that moment, a commotion erupted among those guarding the rear instead of the front he was focused on.
'A girl?'
Startled, he didn’t even have the time to look back.
Emerging through the monsters appeared a small figure, a girl, raising a sword made of crimson ore.
"Impossible! That sword..."
The defense captain was horrified at the sight, but a merciless dark crimson slash came first.
The slash, imbued with tremendous power, caused a massive explosion as it collided with the shield barrier.
"Urgh..."
The shield barrier, which he had painstakingly maintained, shattered in a single blow, and the deputy director coughed up blood as he collapsed to the ground.
"They're coming!"
"Stop them!"
Before the fallen deputy director could even regain his senses, the monsters charged toward them again, now unprotected by the shield barrier.
Screams, shouts, the clash of weapons, and the sounds of flesh being pierced and cut, spraying blood.
These were the typical sounds of a battlefield.
What stood out, however, was that all these sounds came only from their side.
The horrifying cries of allies and their dying breaths rang out, while the black beasts charged at their spears and swords without a hint of hesitation, sapping their will and morale.
'How foolish. So foolish.'
The deputy director, trembling like a bug on the ground, berated himself for his stupidity.
If they were creatures that could be held off by his level of power and a single shield spell, the moonlight fairies wouldn’t have sought their aid in the first place.
"Deputy Director?! Deputy Director!"
He crawled across the ground, stretching his hand toward a crystal sphere that had fallen to the floor.
On the screen of the overturned crystal sphere, a guild staff member left in the city was shouting desperately toward the ground.
"...You, no, you monster woman..."
However, just as he reached out, the crystal sphere was crushed under a foot, shattering into pieces.
A monster’s foot, adorned with sharp claws, entered his vision, and above it stood a masked woman clad in black armor, her jet-black hair swaying as she looked down at him.
"Fine. Let’s end this."
Sensing defeat and total annihilation, he forced his aching body to rise.
At the same time, he moved his mana, preparing a spell. A technique akin to self-destructing, overloading and expending all his mana.
'At least, I’ll take down these monsters—or that monster woman.'
He had already given up on living. Almost no one around him was left resisting.
Even those who had resorted to begging for their lives in despair were mercilessly slain by these black beasts.
"Though my skill may only be that of a mid-level manager in the guild, this final strike will be hard to withstand."
It was a desperate attack, unleashing everything a wizard could muster in their lifetime, even at the cost of their own life.
The air around him distorted with his mana.
'I’ll reduce their numbers here. That way, the city can hold out. If only a few hundred remain, proper defenses will be enough to stop them.'
Blood poured from his eyes, nose, and mouth as he aimed the completed spell forward.
It was a flame explosion, an advanced magic spell specializing in sheer firepower, a hallmark of the Blakel Academy.
Enhanced with overload, the fiery pillar’s power was magnified several times over, illuminating the dim forest as if it were broad daylight.
'Did I succeed?'
Burning even his own body, he watched as the opponent generated a dark red barrier around themselves and was thrown backward.
"What... are you?"
The forest, which had quickly returned to silence, now echoed only with the crackle of burning trees and grass.
One of his arms was completely incinerated as he lay sprawled on the ground, swallowing his pain, and stared blankly at the bright moon above.
'At least I reduced their numbers significantly...'
The red glow from the mask remained undeterred as it gazed down at him. There wasn’t even a trace of scorching on its surface.
His heart sank at that sight, but most of the other monsters had been obliterated by his spell.
Though he lay in ruins on the ground, he grinned as if he had won.
"Did you plan to attack the city? Hah, with only a few dozen of you... that’s impossible. Foolish creatures of the ancient labyrinth..."
Chuckling faintly, he used the last of his strength to taunt the enemy. Whether they understood or not didn’t matter.
"Soon... reinforcements... will come for you..."
"..."
The opponent raised their sword. He nodded as if he had expected this.
Still, he felt at peace. He had done what needed to be done.
Thus, he prepared to face his death proudly, preserving the honor and pride of a wizard.
"Ridiculous."
"...No way."
"You’ve accomplished nothing, you insignificant creature."
But his end was brutally crushed.
Another masked figure, speaking in human language, mocked him as they walked out of the shadows, their jet-black hair flowing behind them.
And with them, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of monsters emerged, shaking the air and ground as they advanced toward the city, traversing both sky and land.
In that moment, as he saw this, despair and emptiness filled him.
A sword fell upon his neck, and with a single stroke, he was decapitated.
The Legion's dispatched soldiers are heading toward the city.
- Is your purpose an assault, war, or devouring?
"No."
The Legion grinned while watching its soldiers rush forward.
The earlier battle was not merely a hunt.
It was the first skirmish against the indigenous species. Born as an invader, the Legion had already experienced countless wars to the point of weariness.
And through those wars, it had grown. The recent battle was merely a test to gauge the capabilities of the indigenous species.
"The prisoners worth capturing have self-destructed... but it doesn’t matter."
- Didn’t you aim to learn advanced magic?
"There are plenty of wizards. And... there’s plenty of time."
The Legion rubbed the soil ground beneath its feet.
From the start, the Legion's true goal, having grown this much, was not war.
'To devour everything in this forest, everything visible to my eyes right now, and everything in this world.'
The Legion's true objective was not invasion but corruption.
While the indigenous species were preoccupied with fighting off mere legion soldiers, who were nothing more than teeth and claws,
The Legion planned to consume the entire world, leaving not even an ant behind.
- With that nutrient, more legion soldiers will be produced, and their resistance will be crushed.
The first step had already been taken. The soil beneath the Legion's feet began to turn black.
This signified that the corruption which had begun in the labyrinth was now spreading, devouring everything around it.
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Legion soldiers do not rest. There is no such thing as day or night. They do not hesitate.
Once they receive an order, they charge forward relentlessly until their energy is completely depleted or their vital organs are destroyed, rendering them immobile.
Right now, that very scene was unfolding vividly before my eyes.
Legion soldiers covered the forest and the plains, pouring down like a black tidal wave.
The orders they received were, of course, to kill all living 'enemies,' meaning humans.
[Of course, the Legion soldiers currently produced are merely distractions. The Corruption Plan of the Legion has already begun in the labyrinth and will devour this world.]
"What exactly is that plan?"
[First, it involves covering the entire surface of this world with the body of the Legion, using the data obtained by digesting and absorbing the local plants.]
The screen shifted. Near the labyrinth, the area had already been consumed by the Legion's corruption, twisting the entire region.
The once-green vegetation had been crushed and assimilated into nutrients, and in its place, a new entity had sprouted.
[The sacred tree cherished by the Moonlight Fairies, the giant fungi that thrived in caves, and hybrids of existing plants. Their ability is to absorb everything from the ground and convert sunlight into energy.]
That plant—or rather, that ambiguous organism—began to grow rapidly. Dozens of them were sprouting, and their numbers continued to increase even now.
However, even the leaves sprouting from them were black. They had no need for photosynthesis.
It was far more efficient to use the power of the sacred tree, which could convert sunlight into nutrients on the spot, rather than relying on photosynthesis using chlorophyll.
The power of the sacred tree, which the Legion wielded more freely than the original, was truly terrifying. It was on a completely different level from farming.
The heat spewed by volcanoes was essentially an energy reservoir, and if it were possible to create a sturdy enough body, it could even dig through the Earth's crust to extract the energy hidden deep within the planet.
"Through photosynthesis—or something similar—they've figured out a way to obtain massive amounts of energy without devouring. And yet, they don't stop?"
[That is correct. For the Legion, devouring is no longer merely a means to satiate hunger.]
"Ha…"
I covered my face with my hands.
Watching the unstoppable and violent growth of the Legion.
And as I listened to the chaotic situations unfolding around me, I made a few decisions.
The first was that I, and at least those around me, had to be safe from the Legion.
I already knew that I couldn't stop the Legion's voracious appetite.
Even if I pitied the victims of that world who were indiscriminately sacrificed by the Legion, I eventually accepted it as the law of growth and survival of the fittest in an ecosystem.
But if the Legion ever tried to do such things on Earth, I would have to stop them.
I was human, and ultimately, I was a creature that couldn't exist without the society created by humans.
[Do you think the Legion will grant your request not to eat Earthlings—or more precisely, your people?]
"So far, yes."
The second decision was this: whether the Legion would understand my intentions and comply with them.
Until now, the Legion had only communicated with me within the labyrinth.
However, judging by their actions after emerging on the surface, it was clear they had been inspired by something. I couldn't predict what influences they would encounter or how they would grow in the future.
So, I had to do something too. Before the people they encountered on the surface could color the Legion, I needed to color them with my own influence first.
This wouldn't be achieved with a simple gift.
Then, how exactly would I do it?
"Master never gave a specific name to this training method he refined for Earthlings."
"Why is that?"
"Because, given where we come from, we can't remain forever. Therefore, he hoped that people would eventually learn this training method and develop their own new techniques. The lack of a name is because of that. Master said that the moment something is named, its form becomes fixed."
The next day, while listening to Ji Changhyun, who was watching over my training, I felt like I had found a clue.
"That's how powerful a name can be."
At his words, I flinched for a moment. A name… Come to think of it, the Legion didn't have a name.
From the very beginning until now, even after the Legion developed an ego, I had always called them "the Legion."
"Then, if I gave them a name as a gift, would they like me?"
"If they had been wishing for it, of course. The joy and happiness from that… I can hardly imagine it. Imagine this—if we were adults when our parents gifted us our names, wouldn't we naturally have been overjoyed?"
Ji Changhyun chuckled as if my question was unexpected.
And through my conversation with him, I decided on one way to expand my influence over the Legion. I felt a sudden sense of relief.
"Your expression has brightened considerably. Has your dilemma been resolved?"
"It seems so, for now."
"Then your training should yield results as well."
Grinning, Ji Changhyun picked up a thick rock with one hand and threw it in front of me.
Breaking this rock with my bare hands was the test he had given me.
The purpose was to reinforce the Heavenly Soul Technique he had taught me using the training method I had learned.
I stood in front of the thick rock. My mind was calm.
In truth, I had long since abandoned the Heavenly Soul Technique, which I had only superficially learned. The power I now possessed was something no one else knew about.
"Let’s begin."
I clenched my fist. At the same time, the power I had accumulated so far emanated from my heart.
This was a new internal technique, refined by the Legion solely for me, which could grant power even to ordinary people like me. Thus, it didn’t take long to master.
I struck the rock with my fist and shattered it into pieces.
Even I flinched at the strength of my own power.
"Uh... That’s incredible. In just a few days."
"No, it’s nothing."
Startled, Ji Changhyun's eyes widened, and I instinctively shook my head. This wasn’t entirely my own ability.
"I didn’t expect it to be this quick… Anyway, you’re ready to start holding the sword alongside those who are ahead."
But unaware of the full details, he clapped his hands and praised me.
When he said "holding the sword," he meant teaching sword techniques to people like me who had just moved past the basics.
The Guardian Alliance, armed with the justification of justice and a cause, had rapidly expanded their influence even within the Allied Forces.
The Allied Forces had no reason to refuse the offer of creating Hunter-Class Troops capable of special warfare within their ranks.
Ji Changhyun and the units of the Guardian Alliance were training talented individuals they had selected, teaching them their powers and forming warrior groups capable of using formative power in battle.
"You’ll definitely learn quickly."
"...I suppose so."
Ji Changhyun, who always wore a faint smile, seemed perpetually composed.
At first, I had been worried about Ji Changhyun’s faction and his players, who openly revealed their identities and operated without hesitation, but it turned out to be an unnecessary concern.
Instead, they expanded their faction to include even ordinary people while maintaining their justification. Now, the Guardian Alliance they had initially formed matched the stature of Evolution and the Allied Forces.
Whether this had been their intention from the beginning or not, it was clear that someone like me had no reason to worry about them.
"The Allied Forces, having recovered, will resume operations next week. Evolution will move as well… Are you planning to act, Shin Woo?"
"Probably."
"Then you’ll need to learn the basics before that."
That day, Ji Changhyun, who had concluded the training, muttered with a brief serious expression.
I also went over the schedule in my head. Although they had taken a significant blow, the command center hadn’t been annihilated like other locations.
They were replenishing their troops and preparing for battle again. While the overall strategy hadn’t changed much, this time they seemed ready to unofficially deploy missiles and various chemical weapons.
Naturally, Evolution, to which I belonged, would also take part in this battle.
Even in the midst of the war, no one had backed out. Everyone was armed with their own sense of mission and professional spirit.
"Will you participate?"
"Me? Of course."
Just before parting ways, I spoke to Ji Changhyun.
He nodded as if it were obvious.
"...I’ve heard there’s a terrifying weapon—something absolutely unstoppable."
"There is. No Questions Asked—the kind of unreasonable means that can kill even the strongest being."
"Doesn’t that scare you?"
He realized I was referring to the Assassination Authority.
The Assassination Authority, as far as I knew, was an inevitable and definitive death. If aggro was drawn, it was certain to strike.
Naturally, it was prudent for both players and special units to act cautiously.
"This is also part of Master’s Teachings, but consider this: the Assassination Authority is merely a single fatal blow."
However, Ji Changhyun laughed as if the Assassination Authority was no big deal.
Slightly taken aback, I found myself at a loss for words, and in that moment, he walked away.
"To achieve a true cause, do not be swayed by this game. That’s what my Master taught me. Ultimately, this is reality, and in reality, there is no such thing as absolute."
Instead, he left behind one meaningful statement.
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"Just answer this one thing."
[What do you mean?]
"Is there something that can defend against the Assassination Authority?... You're not talking about something silly like Assassination Reflection Authority, Reflection Negation Authority, or Rainbow Reflection, are you?"
[Of course, nothing like that exists.]
Perhaps the question was absurd, as the other answered straightforwardly.
Even so, it was hard to understand. If there were no systematic means of defense, how could Ji Changhyun remain so composed?
The Assassination Authority, a divine power that indiscriminately targeted anything, was terrifying even for Players. But ultimately, wouldn't it be most dangerous for Units? It was a power capable of tearing apart even a Wraith, a ghost without a physical body.
Players could at least hide and focus solely on surviving, but Units, by design, had no choice but to stand at the forefront.
[What that guy said wasn't wrong. A game... is just a game.]
"Are you trying to say it's not absolute?"
I smirked bitterly. The game-like power embedded within the system, like the Assassination Authority, was undoubtedly beyond imagination.
It connected worlds to worlds, forcibly linked groups and individuals, and held the power to kill any strong being without resistance.
But does that make this system absolute and truthful?
[In this universe, there are forces that surpass this system. The Assassination Authority merely brings death to its target. Then, what exactly is this 'death'? Isn't it commonly defined as the cessation of bodily functions and the separation of the soul from the body?]
"So, if one could overcome that state, in other words, return from death through some kind of trick, the Assassination Authority would no longer be frightening?"
I let out a hollow laugh. However, I didn’t think it was entirely absurd.
Even the Legion was free from the Assassination Authority. The Legion was both one and many. If one of its entities died, it was merely a part of itself being severed, and there was no damage to its true body when the soul was separated and the connection was cut.
A fleeting thought crossed my mind, that death might not be as significant as I had previously assumed, contrary to conventional values.
"Isn't that unfair?"
Ji Changhyun’s signature phrase escaped my lips.
If even the seemingly absolute, balancing power of the system could be escaped, wasn’t the outcome predetermined from the start?
[Don’t be too relieved. At best, you might temporarily evade it through loopholes, but that's limited to something as straightforward and clear-cut as the Assassination Authority, and even then, only for Units. There’s no way for the souls of Players, which are pledged to the game, to escape. And the world is inherently unfair; reality is not a game. If you fail to overcome competition and are weeded out... you simply die. That’s the truth of the world.]
The other retorted with another fundamental argument. It wasn’t wrong. After all, the purpose of this game was competition for survival.
A competition that was extremely unfair. In this battle devoid of balance patches, losers merely became experience points for the winners.
It wasn’t a comforting thought. Ultimately, in a situation where miraculous growth stories like those in fiction were practically impossible, my Unit itself embodied the very concept of growth.
"...Open the screen."
Left with nothing but a lingering uneasy feeling, I stayed behind in the barracks alone during my free time, as always, to observe the Legion. Unaware that I was watching, the Legion was actively operating even now.
While I had grown indifferent to the Legion killing humans, my mind was preoccupied with what name to give that child.
It had to be a meaningful and beautiful name.
*
[He has mastered the Resonance Method, the internal technique you improved to manifest formative power, and has been recognized for his achievements, successfully growing stronger.]
"Was he happy?"
[...Yes. Perhaps he might even mention it in the next video.]
"In the next video."
The Legion, unaware that Shin Woo was watching now, felt slightly pleased after hearing about what had happened to him today. It wasn’t about others recognizing him.
It was solely about whether he liked and appreciated the gift he was given. Nothing else mattered.
"I'm planning gifts to make him stronger. He’ll surely like those even more."
[That’s a wise decision. He needs to grow stronger for you to remain safe as well.]
Since ascending to the surface, the Legion had successfully acquired far more diverse and abundant knowledge.
The data it consumed and analyzed became assets far beyond mere observation or listening. Even things it couldn’t obtain through consumption posed no issue for acquisition.
"Aaagh!"
"I’ll talk... I’ll tell you! Start by drawing a line toward the northeast, then from there..."
This was the middle of a forest that the Legion had turned into its nest.
The area, once filled with lush mountains and vegetation, now sporadically housed throbbing crimson flesh walls and grotesque, dark brown trees towering high enough to block the sunlight.
At the base of those distorted, colossal trees, eggs that mass-produced Legion Soldiers were embedded in the trunks, with screaming humans half-buried within them.
"Ugh... ugh..."
Those subjected to the Legion's infection fungus experienced excruciating pain, spilling all the knowledge and information they had, just as the Legion intended. Most of them were individuals associated with magic.
The Legion was currently extracting knowledge of magic and, at the same time, gathering information about this world from those in its societal upper class.
"But so far, it’s not much."
In this place devoid of the usual sounds of birds or insects, with only screams and shrieks echoing, the Legion conjured up a floating fireball in its hand before shaking its head.
Even though prisoners had been captured and interrogated, the results were not yet satisfactory.
Lower-level magic, which anyone could learn, lacked power and wasn’t worth studying, while the magic of relatively skilled mages had issues with efficiency.
Having witnessed the high-level magic cast by the Deputy Director, the Legion desired magic at least of that caliber.
[In just one day, we hunted an entire city, 23 villages, and over 20,000 humans. And the hunt continues. Humans have already realized our existence and will surely prepare countermeasures.]
"The troops I’ve dispatched now are merely for stalling. The humans, who don’t even fully understand who we are, won’t notice our expansion."
The Legion shifted its gaze far ahead. Compared to this nest, which was continuously expanding by devouring all vegetation, it was quite distant.
The tens of thousands of Legion Soldiers, initially gathered and then released en masse, were advancing with irresistible momentum, indiscriminately slaughtering in all directions.
The brutal and reckless assault was clearly intended to draw attention.
While the panicked humans focused all their attention on those areas, the intention was to devour this entire region undisturbed.
The plan was to cover this vast forest and land entirely with the cells of the Legion.
"Once the nest is expanded and immense energy is secured, I’ll be able to accomplish things I couldn’t before due to efficiency issues underground."
An aerial map, based on the human map it had acquired, unfolded in the Legion’s mind.
Countless flying species were released, and on that accurately crafted aerial map, the image of a continent corner gradually turning black was vividly clear.
According to its calculations, just by consuming this corner of the land, it could produce hundreds of thousands of mid-sized Legion Soldiers daily.
Alternatively, it could experiment with combinations it hadn’t tried before.
'Capture mages from the Mage Academy who have mastered advanced magic. Kill the others and use them as nutrients.'
The Legion issued another command to its troops on the battlefront.
Such diversionary tactics were essential for even minimal stabilization.
'Mage Academy, and the Continental Assembly.'
Now, it had learned who the local powerful figures were, how their power and authority were structured, and how they wielded it.
Having heard of their strength, the Legion took no chances, aiming to achieve victory with minimal losses.
To grow strong enough to crush them with overwhelming power, the top priority was to throw them into disarray.
[I understand capturing mages or skilled warriors.]
"Save me... please save me..."
"Let me go...!"
[Then why are you capturing these people?]
At that moment, a group of people began to be dragged to the center of the nest.
Controlled by infection fungus that manipulated their bodies, they were forced to walk, letting out powerless cries as they arrived at the nest.
These people, chosen regardless of their social status or background, were all local women.
The commonality among them was that they were all young and physically healthy women of childbearing age.
"Obviously, for analysis."
[...Analysis of what?]
The Legion's nest, which handled production, digestive absorption, and decomposition, had grown in size, leading to a division of its roles.
The reason these women were brought here, to this specialized nest for decomposition, absorption, and data accumulation, rather than the battlefield nest where organic matter was quickly processed and fed to Legion Soldiers, was simple.
"Eek!"
"No!"
Tentacles coiled around their ankles, and secretion from the flesh wall of the nest began to engulf them.
At that moment, the faint hope that they might survive, unlike the others who had been killed and processed into nutrients at the battlefield nest, was completely shattered.
"No... no..."
As they were buried alive and covered in secretion, their trembling bodies convulsed as if in a seizure.
Whether they were processed into nutrients at the battlefield nest or decomposed and analyzed here, the end result was the same: death. However, the degree of their despair was vastly different.
[Do you think he would approve of this? If you accumulate data in this way to craft beautiful bodies and faces...]
"For the first time, I looked up at the sky and felt it. Pursuing beauty is natural for living beings. Even Kang Do-Yeon said he likes beautiful women."
The Legion, of course, showed no hesitation.
"...Huh?"
But at that moment.
The Legion placed a hand on its own chest.
Though it had substituted its heart with a core engine, it had unconsciously mimicked something Kang Do-Yeon did when she experienced intense emotional changes.
"Why is that?"
The Legion flinched in confusion. This was the first time the entire collective consciousness had been so profoundly shaken.
"He is enraged. Was he perhaps attacked?!"
[No, he has begun watching this sight in its entirety... Will you hide your body?]
The voice of the Observer, resonating within the mind, was as calm as ever.
The startled Legion hurriedly ran to the trunk of the Sacred Tree nearby, concealing its body within.
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[You’re angry, aren’t you?]
"Really? It’s probably for the better."
I stood up and paced around the tent.
First, I gathered my thoughts. The Legion was not something that could be governed by the mere emotions of a single human.
I had to clearly and precisely convey why I was upset and what I wanted to ask for, leaving no room for misunderstanding.
[The Legion is currently very confused as well. Why are you angry?]
"...I just couldn’t hold it in for a moment."
I let out a deep sigh. A wave of self-loathing washed over me.
Did I even have the right to be angry? Not at all. For the sake of the Legion’s growth and the safety of 'us' through that growth, I had reluctantly and spinelessly condoned and acknowledged the Legion’s acts of slaughter.
The only reason I thought they should be stopped was because the Legion’s voracious appetite and twisted obsession were extending not just toward me, but to those around me as well.
But all this understanding and acknowledgment were based on the premise that the Legion was acting for its own growth and nourishment.
"Killing for nourishment and growth, I could overlook. But capturing women alive and dissecting them to collect data just because you want to create an appearance I might like? That’s something I couldn’t tolerate."
[Why is that?]
"Because it means you’re not killing for yourself, but for me. Because of me!"
I couldn’t help but let out a hollow laugh at myself. It was true; I was being ridiculous. In the end, whether analyzed or used as nutrients, the result was the same—death.
Yet, I selfishly found it unbearable that people were being captured and killed because of me.
Now I understood why the Observer had bypassed me until the Legion’s ego had fully developed. I was just too weak.
"I guess I should record a video. To convey my sincerity and clear up any misunderstandings."
I fiddled with the spare device. I had planned to record one anyway, but now the situation made it necessary.
Sending a video would be far more effective in conveying my thoughts than merely sending a message through someone else.
"And while I’m at it, I should try something. Starting small, one step at a time. Let’s see how the Legion responds to my words."
I set up the mobile phone and steadied my breathing.
This wasn’t about scolding actions or imposing a path. It was simply about communication. My faith lay in the fact that, based on its behavior thus far, the Legion seemed to like me quite a bit.
"Uh... I’m going to speak assuming you can understand me. This is for you. To the Unit and the Legion, who must be surprised right now."
And this video would be my first direct communication with the Legion.
***
"Why is it taking so long!"
At the Nest, the Legion was unusually restless.
Even though it knew its emotions affected the entire Legion, it couldn’t help but feel agitated.
For this enormous entity that was both one and many, there was only one person in the entire universe who could influence it so deeply.
And now, that one person had sent it a video message, which the Legion was anxiously awaiting to arrive at the Lowest Layer of the Labyrinth.
[Be patient and wait.]
"Just tell me! And you said he turned off the screen immediately? Is he angry because of me? Just tell me that much!"
The being, which had slaughtered countless people without a shred of hesitation, now stomped its feet and yelled into mid-air like a child throwing a tantrum.
[There’s no point in me conveying it. You should see it yourself.]
At that moment, the mobile phone bestowed by him arrived in the underground Nest.
Unable to bear the wait anymore, the Legion took drastic measures.
Leaving its body on the surface, it accelerated the growth of a portion of the cells in the Lowest Layer of the Nest where the mobile phone was.
The grotesque form, complete with tentacles, eyes, and ears, was horrifying, but it had no time to worry about appearances.
Using its tentacles, it tapped the screen of the mobile phone and hurriedly played the video.
"It’s not your fault."
And the first words from him, as he made it clear that the message was directed at the Legion, were these.
"So... it’s just a natural human instinct. Humans don’t like it when others die because of them. Especially me. I’ve had too many bad memories about that."
He explained why he had been angry. The Legion unknowingly agreed with his words.
Moreover, it had already conducted some analysis on 'humans.'
Just as the Legion had its own nature, humans had their own nature as well.
"I’m not saying you shouldn’t kill humans. I’m just asking you not to do it for the sake of creating appearances. As I mentioned before, I think your own form, the one you create for yourself, is the best."
"Your own form."
Since he already knew from Kang Do-Yeon’s testimony that the Legion was trying to create a body, the Legion, without suspicion, nodded its tentacles.
There was no sign of the defiant attitude it had shown before, when it worried he might ignore its wishes.
"You are always the most important. I respect your opinion and acknowledge your instincts."
'I’m important. He acknowledges me.'
Without obstructing the Legion’s tyrannical path, he sought to maintain a minimal level of influence for precautionary measures.
And so far, his influence had outweighed the Legion’s own nature. For the Legion, a single statement that it was the most important was more than enough compared to a hundred other words.
Those words dispelled any lingering unease the Legion might have harbored during the time they couldn’t communicate directly.
"I want to give you a gift."
'A gift.'
"A name you can be called by."
A name. At that moment, the entirety of the Legion flinched.
It wasn’t that the Legion was unaware of the concept of names.
It already knew what names were and what they meant.
It just hadn’t cared because no one had dared to name it. Even if someone had tried to call it by a specific term, it wouldn’t have acknowledged it.
If there was anyone who could name it, it would have to be the person who had been deeply involved with it from the beginning until now.
"To the ego of the Legion that has emerged. Your name... from now on, I will call you Eve. I hope the day comes soon when we can have proper conversations."
He revealed a name he had pondered over for days.
The name he chose, despite once being an ordinary university student, was not grand or beautiful but rather simple and human-like.
[Do you like it?]
'Of course.'
The Legion’s emotions shifted instantly. At this moment, it felt better than ever before. This gift was more precious than any other.
[Now focus on the battlefield. The humans are beginning their counterattack.]
The video ended there. At the same time, the Legion turned its attention elsewhere.
The relentless assault, which had been spreading with irresistible momentum, was now met with an organized military resistance from the locals.
"Kill them! The ancient demons of destruction that crawled up from hell!"
A group of knights, clad in gleaming armor, were charging on horseback at the Legion soldiers who were attacking a village in the distance.
[You’ve gained a new name mere minutes after receiving your first. Demon of Destruction is what they call the Destruction Fungus.]
"Since the Destruction Fungus they once drove off the surface eventually became part of us, it doesn’t matter. Is this an opportunity for revenge?"
The Legion, now named Eve, no longer cared about the titles humans used to refer to it.
After all, its name was now fixed. It had no intention of letting those sacred words be used by them.
'Annihilate them all.'
The Legion, which had been basking in the dreamlike moment of communication, grew cold once more.
In war, it became a massacre machine, exuding only burning rage and madness. This was closer to the Legion’s true nature.
Mid-sized Legion Soldiers, based on quadrupedal beasts, kicked the ground and charged toward the knights.
At the same time, the knights lowered their lances in unison.
"Activate the formation."
The sight of massive, black-armored monsters charging with glowing eyes toward warhorses of comparable size would strike fear into anyone.
But just as they were about to collide within seconds, the knight at the center of the formation raised his arm. In his hand was not a lance but a short magic wand embedded with a jewel at its tip.
"Establish the circuit. Maximize output."
The wand he raised glowed, forming a spell circuit.
The circuit, drawn with lines of blue light, activated.
The points anchoring the circuit were the knights who rode alongside him. Their bodies, connected by the glowing lines, began to burn with shared mana.
"Ugh!"
"Hold your ground!"
The shockwave from the collision shook the ground as if a bomb had detonated.
Through the rising dust clouds of the impact, the knights emerged, still maintaining their formation.
They had literally ground down the larger, heavier, and tougher enemies.
'A new combat method using magic. A formation that organically enhances and maneuvers its members by connecting them as points, researched by the Stas School.'
The Legion’s assessment of the scene was straightforward.
'It's my first time seeing the User. I want it.'
And following the subsequent command, those who had been hiding in the Nearby Forest began to move separately.
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"What is this? It's less than I thought..."
"Don't let your guard down, Jack. Everyone, regroup. There are still some of them left."
The knights, who had achieved victory in their first clash, gathered around their commander to reorganize their frontline. Meanwhile, the young mage, who was the key to this formation, dismounted from his horse and was inspecting something.
"What are you examining, Ares?"
"It's a bit peculiar."
"Peculiar?"
"All ancient records of the Demons of Destruction remain in visual form."
The mage stood up with a serious expression.
Then, he began recounting the old stories he had studied.
"The Demons of Destruction are said to take the form of their victims, who were tainted while alive. Of course, this includes beasts as well. But as far as I can tell, I don't think a creature like this has ever existed in this world."
He spoke as he lifted the head of one of the legion soldiers.
Indeed, the figure, covered in black carapace as if clad in a knight's armor—whether it was a beast, insect, or crustacean—was unlike anything that could be found anywhere.
For a moment, everyone fell silent. The red glow, filled with murderous intent, that had rushed toward them with all its might, flashed in their minds.
"They said the first of them appeared in the Ancient Labyrinth. There must have been some changes. There's no way we can lose to some outdated ancient creatures."
At this, the Knight Commander, who had been urging everyone to stay vigilant, let out a hearty laugh to lighten the tense atmosphere.
However, Ares, the mage from the Stas Academy, remained skeptical of his words.
"In just one single night, the whole area was attacked simultaneously. Of course, if they're merely simple beasts like these, they'll be subdued soon enough."
Being a promising member of the academy, he had heard a lot of things. Among them was the situation when countless requests for rescue flooded in through communication spheres on that fateful night.
The City Hall governing the attacked city of Rihelem, the Head of the Research Lab of the Blakel Academy branch stationed in the city, as well as the individual mages within the city, and even mages residing in nearby regions.
His senior had described the sight, where everyone was crying out in despair, as a hellish scene he had never witnessed before.
"Are they really the Demons of Destruction, which were declared extinct in the first place?"
"What is this? Everyone, stay alert!"
Just as Ares, still harboring unresolved doubts, was about to mount his horse again, something caught the Knight Commander's attention. He set his spear on the saddle and drew his sword.
"They're coming."
"The ground is shaking!"
As Ares, who sensed the trembling ground, opened his eyes wide, the knights, too, were alarmed and struggled to calm their frantically rearing horses.
They knew it was too late to escape.
All they could do was desperately hold onto the reins and endure on horseback.
"Below!"
Someone shouted about the anomaly occurring underground.
Something, twisting and writhing uncontrollably beneath the earth, was approaching them at an incredible speed.
"Damn it."
The Knight Commander's low sigh was followed by a deafening explosion, as the ground they stood on burst apart.
Ares clenched his eyes shut from the impact. Thrown into mid-air along with his horse, he soon hit the ground with a heavy crash.
In his blurred vision, still reeling from the shock, he saw horses and knights being flung even higher.
"Ugh..."
A sticky, metallic taste of blood filled his mouth.
Something emerged, casting a shadow over his body.
Half-revealed from the ground, it was another massive monster with a sturdy-looking frame.
One of its two powerful arms, used to crush bedrock and dig through the earth, raised its claws, poised to strike him down.
He needed to evade, but his aching body refused to move.
"Snap out of it!"
It was the Knight Commander, throwing himself to save him from the monster's powerful strike.
The two rolled across the ground, swept by the shockwave of the blow, and the Knight Commander relentlessly slapped Ares's cheeks to revive him.
"You are the core of this formation. If you don't pull yourself together, everyone here will die."
"Y-Yes!"
Overwhelmed by the blazing intensity in his eyes, Ares nodded desperately.
"Everyone, take your positions!"
The Knight Commander rallied the surviving knights. Gripping their swords tightly, they all stood their ground.
Another attack came flying at the forefront. However, the knights hadn't prepared their positions for nothing.
"Using the knights imbued with mana as the axis, draw the circuit. Defense Formation Eight."
As the central axis and the key, Ares broke into a cold sweat as he cast his spell.
Responding to the coordinated movements of the knights, he deployed the most powerful shield barrier a single mage could produce by utilizing them.
"Ugh!"
"We held it!"
They all stood their ground, even at the brink of death.
The result was the enemy's attack being deflected with a powerful impact.
"Assault formation!"
Simultaneously, the knights rearranged their positions again.
The movements, ingrained into their very bones through hundreds, no, thousands of repetitions, came to life.
This time, instead of a shield barrier, flames of mana enveloped their bodies.
"Chargeee!"
The Knight Commander led the charge, dashing forward with the enhancement still active around his body. They had to strike the enemy before the effect wore off.
"It's working!"
In the rear, Ares clenched his fist tightly.
The massive, thick armor of the monster, impervious to ordinary weapons, was sliced open, spilling blood.
With the help of his companions, the Knight Commander leaped into the air and drove his sword into the monster's head. Finally, the monster's body began to crumble.
Ares, who cheered up, quickly ran toward the knights.
"Prepare your magic. This isn't over yet."
However, the Knight Commander raised the tension even further, pointing ahead with his hand.
"What in the world..."
Ares murmured blankly without realizing it.
After the legion had grown to a certain point, they stopped mass-producing versatile soldiers for efficiency.
Instead, these versatile soldiers were further enhanced, with more resources invested, to transform them into elite legion soldiers.
The versatility trait was supplemented by their lack of firepower through formative power.
Now, three of these elite legion soldiers, standing before them, appeared after they had barely achieved victory.
Among them, the one in the center was a slender figure with short black hair that shimmered.
"Take your positions! Guardian Formation!"
The knights, unable to afford the luxury of analyzing and evaluating their opponents, swiftly moved again.
This time, they formed a formation to fight while protecting their position.
A suffocating tension and silence filled the air. The opponents began to move as well.
The elite legion soldiers on either side slowly drew their swords with their four arms.
Standing in the center, Kang Do-Yeon also drew a sword. It burned with a dark crimson glow, causing everyone to recoil.
"I'll take the initiative!"
Although there were only three of them, Ares, sensing an ominous air, cast a spell.
It was hastily prepared, but still potent.
"This can't be."
However, the blue magic lance he had launched was easily deflected by the dark crimson barrier they had generated.
As if they had taken over the turn, the elite legion soldiers began to move.
"They're coming!"
The knights braced themselves in their defensive formation to face the opponents.
The two elite legion soldiers on either side leaped forward, striking with their four swords and even their tails.
"Damn these bastards..."
The knights rushed in from all directions to punish the enemies that seemed to be drawn into their formation, swinging their swords with all their might.
But not a single strike landed. They hadn't been drawn in at all.
In a fleeting moment, the elite legion soldiers brushed past, exchanging blows with their swords and tails, leaving the knights' limbs severed and blood spraying.
"Ugh... cough..."
The Knight Commander, clutching the tail that had pierced through his chest, coughed up blood.
His body was lifted, and his eyes locked with the gleaming ones within the armor—six glowing eyes staring back at him, filled with rage, as his own life flickered away.
"He passed... surely..."
The dying man identified the true nature of the Collaborative Technique used by the intruding enemies. It was far more advanced and intricate compared to the original, but it was unmistakably the Collaborative Technique once practiced and mastered by a certain order of knights.
Of course, the Legion had no reason to resolve his doubts.
The Higher Species, judging that there was no useful information to extract from the man whose eyes had lost their light, swung its tail and flung his corpse away.
Even as he was dying and being hurled through the air, he did not let go of the sword he gripped tightly in his hand.
Now, the only one left was Ares, the wizard, who had been their original target.
"I won't die alone."
At the moment when all the knights had fallen, Ares, determined and resolute, began to chant an incantation with the intention of self-destructing.
The Higher Species, witnessing this, aimed its arm at Ares.
In an instant, a large Poisonous Thorn shot out from its forearm and embedded itself deep into Ares’s chest.
The Legion, having already suffered twice from self-destructions in the past, had devised a plan to ensure they would not fall for the same tactic a third time.
"Ugh..."
Ares's body, unable to resist the infection spreading through him from the Poisonous Thorn, collapsed forward.
The Legion retrieved his immobilized body without hesitation.
Although he was unaware of it, he would neither die nor go mad unless he cooperated, leaving him to suffer in eternal torment. Yet, he thrashed in despair, unable to accept his fate.
'Your body is no longer yours.'
Then, as if whispered directly into his mind, someone’s will, transmitted through the infection fungus that had overtaken his body, stabbed into his consciousness like a dagger.
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'Is there a problem?'
"Yes. There is."
Kang Do-Yeon, who had taken off her mask, nodded with a hardened expression.
This place was the Legion’s Nest established in a destroyed village.
It was a type of base outpost that excluded absorption and analysis functions, focusing solely on decomposition and assimilation.
These base outposts played a crucial role in supplying nutrients to the Legion Soldiers by breaking down the organic matter fed into them and converting it into nutrients.
"Why did you give me the order to stop? You clearly told me to step forward and fight!"
'That’s true. But the situation has changed.'
"Situation?"
Kang Do-Yeon, who had been protesting, flinched in confusion.
'He seemed not to want you to fight.'
The Legion released its control over the information and informed her of what had just happened.
Kang Do-Yeon's face shifted rapidly in reaction to the revelation.
"Eve."
'You understand what I mean.'
She muttered blankly and frowned, clutching her throbbing head.
It was not the Legion’s decision to exclude her from the battle; it was Shin Woo’s will. The Legion had merely received and acted upon his request.
In fact, the Legion was rather displeased about pulling her out of the battlefront.
'Honestly, I can’t understand it. If he’s worried about you getting hurt because you’re weak, the right thing to do is not to hide or run, but to fight and become stronger. Fleeing will only lead to endless fleeing. But if that’s what he wants... then it must be followed.'
"Then what about my absence? There’s no one stronger than me."
"We can create one."
"..!"
Kang Do-Yeon abruptly lifted her head. The voice came from the trunk of the Sacred Tree used to create this Base Nest.
The Sacred Tree began to twist. It poured all the energy stored in the Base Nest into itself, accelerating cell division for rapid growth.
Although this method of production was incredibly inefficient, akin to pouring water into a bottomless pit, they simply accepted it, as food was not only abundant but overflowing at the moment.
Soon, a human form began to emerge from the tree trunk. A female form, with long black hair and embedded core engines.
"From now on, I will personally fight. Operating a Command Entity does place a considerable burden on the Collective Consciousness, but it can’t be helped."
Eve, who had created her own body in an instant, shattered the now brittle Sacred Tree and landed on the ground, coldly muttering as she looked at Kang Do-Yeon.
"Ah..."
It was true that she found battle terrifying and unpleasant. It was also true that she felt a sense of rejection at the idea of killing humans who looked just like herself, whether they were from another world or not.
However, being excluded like this genuinely hurt Kang Do-Yeon’s heart for some reason.
"How strange. Why do I feel this way?"
"...I don’t want to be left out."
Eve, who was the Legion itself, instantly understood Kang Do-Yeon’s Emotion, which was practically a part of herself.
Knowing this, Kang Do-Yeon didn’t hide her true feelings and spoke honestly.
"You’re afraid and hesitant right now. But separate from that, you have determination and desire."
"That’s right."
"It’s contradictory. The emotional spectrum of pure humans is inefficient and trash. It’s complex and shameless, often tripping over itself."
Eve brought her masked face right up to Kang Do-Yeon’s.
However, Kang Do-Yeon didn’t avert her gaze.
"You’re right. But I want to be helpful to my older brother. I’ve felt that way for ten years. I’m done being powerless and helpless. I want to become strong so I can protect what’s precious to me... even if it means killing someone."
"..."
The turmoil in her heart settled at that moment. It was as if she had put on a mask, but this time, Kang Do-Yeon wasn’t wearing one.
Eve slowly turned her head and began calculating.
[Weighing his request against her will. Which will you prioritize?]
"The answer is already clear."
Eve finished her calculation quickly. From the Legion’s perspective, letting their only Submind idle in the rear had never been an appealing option to begin with.
"Prove your determination. Use the willpower, the one somewhat useful strength humans possess."
"Prove it?"
"You said you’d fight to protect. Then move to that place right now. Some fools are daring to attack our Base Nest. Commander of the Legion, launch immediately, kill them all, and defend our nest."
Eve showed Kang Do-Yeon the situation occurring several hundred kilometers away from their current location.
There was another Base Nest there. A legion army was advancing toward that nest.
"But it’s too far! There’s not enough time!"
"I told you. Prove your determination. You’re mine before you’re his younger sibling. Becoming stronger is something I decide."
"Ugh!"
Eve moved her body, enveloping Kang Do-Yeon.
She literally embraced her. It wasn’t an act of affection.
"Ah... Aaaaah!"
Her eyes widened as she screamed uncontrollably, unable to endure the pain.
Eve’s body, composed of Omnipotent Cells, began to collapse and cling tightly to Kang Do-Yeon’s body, seeping into her.
The process of reconstructing her entire body caused pain akin to the torture inflicted by infection fungi manipulating a victim’s nervous system.
'Endure it, and you’ll gain strength. Fail, and you’ll be weeded out.'
Eve whispered to her spirit as she writhed in agony.
The Heavenly Soul Technique was the current Legion’s fundamental medium for manifesting Formative Power using core engines, and it operated based on the user’s will and spirit.
No matter how many core engines were attached, they would be inefficient if the user’s will was weak.
For Eve, a colossal bioform with immense build, this was no problem. But Kang Do-Yeon was different.
To grow stronger, she had to prove her worth herself.
'Though you endured it, I spoon-fed you power that no one else could obtain.'
The seemingly endless time of pain came to an end. Kang Do-Yeon, now alone at the scene, rose with her modified body.
There were almost no visible changes in her appearance.
However, the number of dormant Omnipotent Cells within her body had nearly doubled. This meant that the size of the core engine replacing her heart had also doubled, resulting in twice the output.
"Haaah..."
Exhaling a heated breath, she lowered her head, and from her back, a pair of massive black feathered wings burst forth at high speed.
The joints of the wings gleamed with crimson ore.
'The proof is not yet complete. Go and block the enemies.'
She soared into the sky in an instant. She didn’t just have wings.
Her armor’s backplate released propulsion through holes, generating tremendous thrust at incredible speed.
"The moment of choice."
Clenching her teeth, she muttered to herself.
In this world, one cannot have everything. So, one must always choose.
"What, what is that!"
"In the sky... Aaaah!"
She arrived at the scene in an instant, landing on the ground without reducing her speed.
The shockwave from her landing kicked up dust clouds, sending those approaching the Base Nest tumbling to the ground.
There were no Legion Soldiers near the nest.
Eve had pulled them all back. This place was solely a testing ground for Kang Do-Yeon.
'They are my enemies, the Legion’s enemies.'
With her blackened eyes flashing a red glow, she lifted her head and looked at the startled and terrified enemies without wearing a mask.
"A woman..?"
"A monster! Kill it!"
Panicked, they instinctively raised their weapons and charged.
She made her choice as well. Monster—she couldn’t agree more with that word.
'I am a monster.'
The moment she swung her razor-sharp wings.
The dark crimson aura enveloping her wings sliced through the air like blades. Blood sprayed in all directions.
"Aaargh!"
One soldier, lucky enough to survive her initial strike, charged at her with his sword.
She grabbed him by the neck with her clawed, armor-covered hand.
And then she squeezed.
"Urk."
With a cracking sound, the lifeless soldier's broken corpse slumped to the ground.
For a brief moment, she overlapped the Red Cross Eyes of the Blue Suit, who had once tried to kill her, with the face of the lifeless soldier whose limbs she had severed and crushed.
The pain and shock of that time were still vividly etched in her memory.
"Ugh, ugh...!"
"Run away!"
The remaining people, overwhelmed by the sight, turned around and began to flee.
'It's a basic principle to conceal information.'
Eve gave the command to kill everyone who had discovered the Nest.
Kang Do-Yeon gritted her teeth and kicked the ground.
Each time she moved, people fell, spraying blood.
The mask, which reflected her Emotions, repeatedly appeared and disappeared.
'This is sufficient. At the very least, she'll be able to fight without issue during Defense.'
However, when she pierced the back of her Final Opponent with her hand, penetrating through, Eve smiled in satisfaction.
"Defense... you mean during Defense?"
'It seems that the Enemies are starting to gather in earnest.'
The Legion, showing the Data collected by the Scouts scattered around, addressed Kang Do-Yeon, who was catching her breath.
It had only been a day since the Legion's identity was revealed.
During that time, Humans, who had been unable to respond properly and limited their efforts to Regional Unit rescue operations, had quickly organized and summoned an army.
'Delay them. Buy as much time as possible. Currently, all Forces are being allocated to Corruption, Assimilation, and Nest expansion, so we have to hold them off with only the pre-produced Troops for now.'
The Legion decided to accept the challenge.
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"Ugh..."
One strike. The sword was still clumsy and unrefined, but the power contained within it was incomparable to others.
With the power that Eve had created solely for me, I defeated everyone who came to duel me.
"You’ve changed somehow."
"You could say I’ve finally come to my senses."
Ji Changhyun spoke with amazement, but I couldn’t bring myself to relax my expression.
I greeted the Officer-Class Trainee who had dropped their sword after being struck by mine and left the Training Ground.
"It seems to me that it’s not about coming to your senses but rather that you’ve found another reason."
"...Another reason?"
"That’s what Master says as well. He says that Kang Shin-Woo’s sword carries a burden—mission, duty, something like that."
"A burden."
I couldn’t deny his words. I had no excuse left anymore.
After all, I had seen with my own eyes the path my 17-year-old younger sibling had chosen to walk by their own will. I had to fight as well.
"Ten years ago, I was just a child, so I had an excuse. But now, I’m an adult, and there are people helping me. I have to seize the opportunity. Being powerless is unpleasant? I feel the same way."
"...That’s a good mindset. Master’s Teachings aren’t about simply swinging a sword but about imbuing it with your genuine will. Kang Shin-Woo, you’re already ahead in that regard."
Ji Changhyun clapped with a smile. Honestly, I still didn’t quite understand what he meant about the sword.
Not knowing the true circumstances about the legion, my younger sibling, and myself, he seemed to have misunderstood in a slightly different direction. But unable to reveal the truth, I kept my mouth shut.
"You’ll be deployed soon. Be prepared."
Ji Changhyun passed by me and went toward someone else.
Deployment. As the term suggested, the Allied Forces were about to launch another offensive. The upcoming battle would likely be completely different from the previous ones.
Having roughly figured out the enemy’s forces, and with those trained by the Guardian Alliance now incorporated as new assets within the Allied Forces, the dynamics had shifted.
A thought crossed my mind—this might just be the beginning. The Death Game, which had been a strictly individual deathmatch, was increasingly taking on the form of a Faction War.
At this rate, what I once thought was a Gambling Board for the existing powerhouses might drag on far longer than I anticipated. Driven by necessity, everyone would keep interacting and growing stronger.
"At my current level, can I handle a Higher Species soldier?"
[...Are you referring to the Upper Species?]
It was just a random mumble, but somehow the words that appeared seemed to carry a hint of emotion. I gave up on waiting for an answer and packed my things before leaving.
"This time, I’ll be part of it too. With both sides fully committed, it’s going to be a real All-Out War."
"Did the Player say anything?"
"They’re probably preoccupied with something else."
Cha Jiyeon, whom I met at the encampment, smiled weakly and nodded.
The Step-Up Hunters under her Player’s command were now closely cooperating with the Allied Forces, spreading across the globe.
I fully agreed with her comment that the ever-growing scale of the legion and the increasing matters to oversee left no time to rest.
"To be honest, I wish you wouldn’t fight..."
"Regardless, the Player trained me to be used. Do you think they’d let me off? Besides, I can fight."
"It’s not like you’re under a restriction. It’s not the Player talking; it’s just my own feelings. Though, honestly, you may not be of much use right now."
She muttered dejectedly, lowering her head. At this point, I became curious.
The relationship between Players and Units wasn’t absolute. This meant that the leash she had accepted was of her own volition.
"He said he wouldn’t give me power unless I accepted the restriction. Since what he wants aligns with what I want, I figured it didn’t matter as long as I could become stronger."
"And what is it that he wants?"
"To kill the Demonic Creatures and save people."
She spoke her thoughts calmly. In a way, it was a notion that aligned well with the Guardian Alliance’s ideology.
"I harbor unpleasant feelings toward the Demonic Creatures."
"...That’s understandable. Most people probably feel that way."
I’d heard the story in passing. A member of her family was reportedly killed by a Demonic Creature ten years ago.
Perhaps the shared experience of having a younger sibling harmed on that day, coupled with her anger and resolution to seek revenge, was what had led to her words of consolation and burning determination.
"So, I have no regrets. Being used like a pawn is just the price I pay for gaining power. Those creatures were monsters who harmed people long before they became Units."
Cha Jiyeon bit her lip, her battle spirit ignited.
I silently opened a screen that she couldn’t see, beyond her face.
Like us, my Unit, the legion, and Eve were also preparing for war.
Through the eyes of a scout, I shifted the screen to reveal the other formation.
Countless humans were gathering. We had yet to encounter any Units or Players from this world.
Then how would those who knew nothing perceive the legion crawling out of the labyrinth?
To the uninformed, wouldn’t the legion appear to be no different from the Demonic Creatures, invaders emerging from the Demon Realm?
"We just fight."
I muttered absentmindedly. My thoughts on good and evil had long since changed.
In the struggle for survival, there was no good or evil. The law of this world was merely to devour or be devoured.
Even if the legion didn’t actively antagonize humans, if we continued to corrupt this world, clashes with them would be inevitable.
So, we could simply hate each other and fight to our heart’s content.
In this hunt where our lives were on the line, there was no need for guilt.
"You’re right. With those guys, we just fight. No need to overthink it—just pursue what I want."
Cha Jiyeon smiled, her expression much lighter.
"Um..."
"Weren’t you supposed to be involved with Chris?!"
I was flustered by her blatant gesture of fidgeting with my hand.
"What are you talking about? That guy already has a fiancée back in his home country."
Of course, I was well aware by now that on the battlefield, where death loomed constantly, people often experienced emotions far different from usual.
"Since coming here, no, since the moment I became a Unit, I’ve always thought there would be no tomorrow. That’s why I refuse to do anything I might regret or leave behind any lingering attachments."
Her face leaned in across the desk.
Before I could even open my mouth to respond, she was interrupted by the urgent voice of an Evolution Affiliate calling for her outside.
[The faction he belongs to has begun preparing for an all-out war. They’re moving very busily even now. He’ll likely be deployed as soon as tomorrow or the day after.]
"I don’t care about that. More importantly, who is it? Who dared to stir his emotions? I can tell—it’s not excitement from battle or tension."
[Does that matter? No matter how extraordinary he seems to you, he is ultimately just a human. Someone of the same race, someone relatable, and someone he can communicate with will naturally attract him more than a faceless, voiceless being like you.]
"No!"
Eve stomped her foot, letting out a roar imbued with formative power.
Her intense rage caused the entire nearby nest to twist and quake.
"I need to show him my face and talk to him as soon as possible. Then he’ll notice me."
[...I’m not sure you’ll even be able to have that conversation.]
Eve deliberately ignored the voice.
Unfortunately, she couldn’t fully focus on communicating with him at the moment.
The legion of humans gathering had started advancing toward the nearest base nest.
"What should we do now?"
Kang Do-Yeon, who was also stationed at one of the base nests, inquired about the plan of action. Eve quickly began calculating.
"I’ve told you before—humans are always swayed by unnecessary emotions. The choice is ours."
The calculations were completed in an instant. Eve issued new orders to the scattered legion soldiers.
"They’re advancing slowly in a solid formation, demanding an All-Out War. But our goal is to buy time. There’s no need to play into their hands."
Eve’s orders focused on thorough Rear Interference and Guerrilla tactics.
Having already extracted all the information about the emotions, behavior patterns, and current situation of these humans, Eve knew they couldn’t completely abandon their efforts to protect and save others.
She planned to keep attacking villages and cities in the rear, shattering their justification for war by targeting what they needed to protect.
Even if this plan failed, it wouldn’t matter.
Rear Interference was just one option. If it failed, they could simply gather and fight head-on.
"Once this battle is over, I’ll show him my face—with a gift."
"You don’t really need to say things like that."
Kang Do-Yeon, startled by Eve’s comment, interjected.
"Don’t worry. Unless they reveal something new and unexpected, we’ll win."
"That’s not the point...!"
[The legion soldiers who received the orders began scattering across the vast battlefront of hundreds of kilometers, moving simultaneously at hundreds of points. Unless they notice this, the Decisive Strike cannot be prevented. However... it seems they still have enough resources left.]
Kang Do-Yeon’s ominous intuition proved correct. As soon as the legion made its move, something emerged in the sky above the humans’ main formation.
It was a Giant Magical Eye, glowing with a translucent blue light.
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"Ugh... Haah!"
Inside the narrow storage room of a dim underground laboratory. There was a person struggling, drenched in cold sweat.
Reina, filled with a steel-like will and rage, rubbed her face against her arm relentlessly. After being confined for so long, she finally succeeded in removing the gag that had been forced into her mouth.
"Rozes... Orne!"
She spat out the names of the Vice Leader of the Academy and the Head of the Research Lab, who had committed heinous acts and even attacked her.
She had no idea what had happened to her or how she had been caught off guard.
Panting heavily, she squirmed her body, which was hanging like a chunk of flesh. Her hands were cuffed and raised, tied to the wall.
There was only one way out of this predicament.
Reina straightened her posture with difficulty, grabbed the chains, and performed an aerial flip, anchoring her feet on the ceiling and wedging the chains between her knees.
In that precarious position, she clung on with trembling arms and began biting and twisting the bolts of the cuffs.
The rusty bolts of the poorly maintained cuffs soon rattled and loosened.
"Ack!"
As the cuffs came undone, Reina lost her strength and crashed onto the stone floor with a loud thud.
Groaning, she managed to lift her aching body. The Flow of Mana, which had been blocked by the Magic Sealing Handcuffs, began to circulate again.
She extended her hand and shot a Fireball Projectile, breaking the locked storage door and stepping outside.
'What on earth happened?'
Her eyes quivered. She couldn't sense any movement.
She knew something had occurred.
The faint screams and loud noises she had heard from the surface right after regaining consciousness from the electric shock were proof of that.
But she couldn't make any sense of it.
Who would dare to raid the mansion of the Head of the Research Lab? Bandits? Or perhaps a group defying the Mage Academy?
"Haha..."
However, as Reina staggered to the surface, she dismissed all those possibilities.
Neither bandits nor rebel groups could have caused the chaotic scene before her eyes.
She collapsed weakly onto the ground.
Bright sunlight illuminated the first floor of the mansion, which had been turned into a complete wreck.
Considering that this mansion originally had three floors, it was clear that the ones who could cause such catastrophic ruins were very limited.
"This is...!"
At that moment, a massive wave of mana brushed against her body like a faint breeze.
She shot up and quickly looked around.
Then, she climbed over the shattered roof shards.
'Mage's Eye... And such a large scale!'
Something appeared in the distant sky.
Four Mage's Eyes, glowing blue, were scanning the surroundings, rolling their pupils.
She was familiar with that magic. To cast something on such a scale would require nothing short of an army.
'What on earth is going on?'
With a pale face, she hurriedly descended to the ground and gulped down the rainwater that had pooled nearby.
She had no idea that the world had turned upside down during the two days she was ambushed, knocked out, and imprisoned.
"Let's go."
Slapping her own cheeks, she began to walk. She had already decided where to go.
If the mansion of the Head of the Research Lab had been attacked, there was no way the nearby city of Rihelem would remain unscathed.
She didn't know what had happened, but her instincts told her to head toward the direction of the Mage's Eyes, which now served as her guidepost.
"Communication Sphere...!"
As she tried to leave the mansion, she picked up a cracked Crystal Sphere.
But she soon hung her head low. She had tried contacting everyone she knew using the identification numbers of the Crystal Spheres, but none of them responded.
Reina trudged onward, her steps heavy.
*
"They're now..."
"A new group has appeared from the northeast direction!"
"Keep monitoring them. Can't we deploy more Mage's Eyes?"
In the middle of an encampment, at the same time Reina was making her way toward the Mage's Eyes, hurriedly gathered troops of 10,000 were in turmoil.
Despite their grand assembly, they couldn't boldly advance to crush the enemy's base.
"There are too many of them. We should split the army and focus on defending each region!"
The reason was the enemies' seemingly calculated moves, spreading out and digging deeper inland as if they knew the army's weaknesses.
Most of the 10,000 troops had ties to this region. Following the central command's orders to march into the enemy camp while leaving their hometowns and homes vulnerable was difficult.
"Damn it. But we don't know their objective, their numbers, or their true identity. Delaying any longer could lead to something catastrophic!"
The Supreme Commander, dispatched by the Continental Assembly, was a mage adorned in a robe lined with gold.
Though the Mage Academies had sent mages according to the agreement to dispatch reinforcements during crises, these academies, which had been gradually growing in power, did not readily submit to the directives of a commander from the Assembly.
"What's there to debate? We already have all their movements mapped out. Just send out communications to prepare defenses and crush them one by one!"
Among them, the one who was particularly fervent was Rozes Leblanc, the Vice Leader of Blakel Academy.
The same Rozes who had knocked Reina unconscious and left the Head of the Research Lab's mansion that night had miraculously escaped the attack.
After hearing about the raid from a nearby village, he had initially tried to flee in panic but was forced to join the gathered army under orders from the upper ranks.
'What is this? Black Monsters? Demons of Destruction? Weren't the Demons of Destruction supposed to be extinct?'
Still engulfed in confusion, Rozes furrowed his brows.
In truth, he had a suspicion. It was the desperate Request for Rescue from a boy he had mercilessly trampled on.
If the monsters currently wreaking havoc on the world had emerged from the labyrinth after slaughtering the Moonlight Fairies...
'This must be kept hidden. Well, they said there were no survivors in Rihelem anyway.'
He swallowed hard. To him, concerns about a guild branch being wiped out or the world being in peril were trivial compared to his own safety.
"Quickly calculate and report. Which areas are most critical and whether their defense is truly impossible!"
The Supreme Commander ultimately accepted some of the opinions from the Mage Academies.
He issued orders to split part of the army and send them to regions where defense seemed most challenging.
"We can track all their movements and numbers. We can also communicate in real time. If we act systematically, it’s entirely possible. Meanwhile, the main unit will strike the nest of those bug-like creatures."
"T-Then I'll lead the detached force!"
Rozes immediately raised his hand to volunteer. Those unaware of his intentions were impressed, thinking it was far more dangerous to operate separately from the main unit.
"Very well. Rozes Leblanc of Blakel, you will head to the designated area, block the enemies, and rescue the citizens."
The Supreme Commander handed him a Crystal Sphere with a direct connection and assigned him 2,000 troops.
Attempting to catch two rabbits at once, a strategy that could backfire if mishandled, the human side had made their move.
Their confidence lay in their seemingly superior system of information gathering and communication.
They believed they could observe the enemies' movements in real time and respond accordingly.
[It's a bit disappointing. Although the separation happened as intended, the split between 2,000 and 8,000 isn’t as significant.]
"It doesn’t matter."
However, there was one critical fact they had overlooked.
Eve, sitting on the throne she had set up in the nest, glimmered with sharp eyes.
The Legion was fully aware of their movements. Scouts scattered by the Legion—be it leisurely flying birds or crawling insects—were just as effective as the Mage's Eyes.
And even if both sides had full visibility of each other, no communication device in this world could match the Legion's Collective Consciousness.
"Oh... This is insane."
"Wh-Why are you suddenly acting like this, Thompson!?"
"W-What am I even looking at?"
The main unit, oblivious to the fact that they were being watched, pressed on with their march.
Naturally, the Mage's Eyes, serving as lookout towers, continued their surveillance.
However, Thompson, one of the mages maintaining the Mage's Eyes and whose optic nerves were linked to them, was horrified by what he saw.
"A horrific... horrific nest."
"W-We already received reports about it! A strange and grotesque nest that seems to be their stronghold..."
"It's beyond that!"
"Ugh, aaah!"
"What is that?!"
With Thompson's exclamation, other mages maintaining the Mage's Eyes also screamed or recoiled in shock.
What appeared before them after some progress was no longer just a Base Nest.
A massive and vast nest, consuming and blackening the lush mountains and vegetation.
Sticky secretion pools where omnipotent cells were endlessly cultivated, and decayed, grotesque trees growing to sizes befitting the majesty of the World Tree silenced everyone.
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"Haah... Haaah..."
Her breath grew ragged, and she panted like a dog, forgetting all decorum. Even with the use of body-enhancing magic, her muscles screamed in agony.
However, Reina could not stop her steps.
After walking through the night, the signpost floating in the sky was gradually coming closer.
This was only possible because both sides were heading toward each other.
"They really gathered an army."
Climbing up the hill, she collapsed to the ground as she saw the tiny figures of people in the distance.
By some miracle, she had not encountered any Legion Soldiers. This was because Eve had mobilized all the Legion Soldiers in the nearby regions, moving them elsewhere.
"Who on earth are they waging war with?"
Uncertain of the truth, she could not suppress the confusion in her heart.
The gathered human army was advancing forward as though its destination had already been determined, all while preparing for battle.
"...This is!"
At that moment, sensing something, she turned around with a pale face.
And as she saw the masses rushing in, casting shadows on the ground, she was horrified.
"Aaaah!"
With the Flying Species swarming across the sky, she could only cover her head and flatten herself against the ground.
However, these flying monsters had no interest in a mere human like her.
"This can't be."
The unimaginable monsters were flying in droves toward the army.
Reina's face stiffened. She was certain of the origin of those monsters.
"Rozes...!"
Clenching her teeth, she forced herself to stand once more.
Her only thought was to quickly relay the truth.
"Look at that! Look over there!"
As Reina hurriedly made her way toward this place.
Naturally, the main unit also detected the Flying Species approaching.
Huge flying creatures were cutting across the sky, heading straight toward the army.
"Do not cause a commotion! Reports have already informed us of flying enemies!"
The Supreme Commander, a seasoned leader, scolded the panicked troops.
"Deploy the Magical Siege Artillery!"
At his command, the soldiers moved swiftly.
A massive ballista mounted on the back of an earthen golem.
As the golems placed their hands on the ground and took position, a complex magic circle appeared at the front of the specially designed ballista.
"Ready to fire!"
"Launch!"
The massive arrows, resembling spears, were launched.
The arrows passed through the magic circle, gaining magical propulsion, and accelerated rapidly, tearing through the air.
"Excellent!"
The strike not only skewered the approaching enemies but also created shockwaves that shattered them into pieces.
In a single blow, nearly half of the Flying Species, which had seemed to number over five hundred, were eliminated.
"Fire again!"
With renewed confidence, the reloaded arrows were launched once more.
At that moment, as if coordinated, the Flying Species agilely dispersed in mid-air, deflecting most of the arrows.
"What in the world... They're moving as if they're being controlled..."
The officer in charge of firing and calculations muttered in disbelief.
To their eyes, the movements of the Flying Species had been swift and precise.
"What does it matter? They're just beasts! Create a defensive net and prevent them from closing in!"
At the Supreme Commander's orders, the mages stepped forward.
Standing in formation, they drew specific coordinates with their bodies while simultaneously chanting identical spells, channeling mana.
A Large-scale Magic jointly cast by the Stas Academy and the Blakel Academy.
Dozens of fireball projectiles were generated in succession, their power amplified, and they were fired into the sky in rapid succession.
"Do you see? This is the end of those monsters."
The Supreme Commander smirked.
The relentless barrage of fireball projectiles left no room for evasion. One by one, the Flying Species were shot down, plummeting to the ground.
"Advance!"
Having secured a decisive victory in the first clash, the main unit continued to march forward.
And when they finally arrived at the desired point.
The mages began moving dynamically once more.
"Magic Howitzer Cannon!"
"Ready! Fire!"
The mages, stationed dozens of kilometers away, prepared magic targeting the nest.
A Magic Caster Trio cast the Multi-bound Magic in unison.
This war magic, for which the Legion had no prior information, was designed to compress energy to its limit and launch it as a shell in a parabolic trajectory toward the target.
Its range exceeded that of self-propelled artillery, and it was both agile and rapid in its rate of fire.
However, the level of skill required to cast it was beyond the imagination of ordinary artillery soldiers. Fortunately, the mages present here were sufficiently skilled.
"It's nothing special."
The Supreme Commander muttered as he watched the shells swiftly cross the sky.
The shells were about to hit the targeted nest precisely... but they failed to land.
A dark red barrier manifested around the Black Sacred Tree, appearing at the precise impact point to block the bombardment.
"Supreme Commander! They...!"
"Damn it, what on earth is this?"
The fact that ancient monsters, once wiped out by a single golem, had blocked their magic was a significant shock to them.
The higher species of the Legion, which utilized formative power, had left no witnesses alive until now, leaving no information about them.
"Keep firing! There must be a limit!"
The slightly flustered Supreme Commander ordered continuous bombardment in disbelief.
However, this decision was made without knowledge of the Legion's current total energy reserves, and within a few hours, the mages were depleted of mana and had to be replaced.
"Keep advancing."
In the end, the main unit had no choice but to break formation and move forward. If long-range bombardment was ineffective, they would have to burn everything up close.
Of course, this was exactly what the Hive Mind, Eve, had anticipated and guided.
[But we lack troops right now. Even the forces redirected outside have been ordered to advance inland. What are you thinking?]
"There truly are so many fascinating magics. Their utility and potential seem boundless."
Eve, seated on her throne, chuckled.
The enemy's main unit had now burned through base nests and was approaching the Corruption Nest.
"There are still many things I've only heard about. I want to see more of them, but they must think of us as insignificant and are withholding. Either that, or they're simply weak."
Eve acknowledged that she had taken a significant hit. The field of magic developed by humans in this land was that complex, diverse, and full of potential.
"All the more, I become even more curious. I want it all."
Rising abruptly from her throne, Eve mobilized the last remaining Legion Soldiers she had stationed.
The forces approaching the nest were not even the regular army. They were merely a Regional Defense Force hastily assembled within two days. This meant they were not the full strength of humanity's forces.
Even so, they had been pushed this far. Eve once again reminded herself of the need to evolve further.
For a monster determined to consume the entire world, struggling against adversaries who were nothing more than a single meal was unacceptable.
"Let us show our masters, who have taught us magic, the fruits of our labor."
Suddenly, the area began to tremble.
Eve, while dedicating most of her energy to indiscriminate expansion, had reserved a small fraction of her power.
With that fraction, she created a new unit type.
An Over-sized Species beyond mere large species. A creature endowed with brute strength and defense that could withstand enemy magical attacks through sheer mass.
Although still experimental, it was a force that could be effectively utilized.
[A new soldier crafted by combining the traits of the greatest beast encountered in the Labyrinth, the Cave Ox, extinct due to the Destruction Fungus, with the armor of the Cave Scorpion, the Legion's compressed muscles, and an enlarged build. Designed solely for the purpose of charging, trampling, and breaking through the enemy.]
The ground quaked as the dormant soldiers awakened, crushing the towering trees of the forest as they charged forward.
Their colossal size had already surpassed the limits of normal creatures, rivaling large houses. With shoulder heights of 10 meters and weights of several thousand tons, these gigantic bodies moved at breakneck speeds. Their broad, sharp hammerhead-like foreheads, adorned with blade-like protrusions, swung with destructive force.
There were a total of ten such monsters.
Next is the translation:
Beside them, hundreds of Mid-sized Legion Soldiers with the base form of four-legged beasts were running in packs, slaughtering the broken enemies.
[They resist. Magic and powerful spears began to fly in. Although the attacks are not even itchy, if accumulated, the External Carapace could crack, exposing the Inner Flesh, which may lead to instant death.]
"Let us give them a Gift."
Eve did not allow all those attacks to rain down on these precious Over-sized Species.
A Higher Species Legion Soldier, stationed above the Over-sized Species, opened its Carapace and spread its Wings, taking flight.
The Higher Species, flying into the center of the wedge-shaped Formation, used the Core Engine to draw a circuit.
The central axis was the Core Engine, which played the role of a heart for the Over-sized Species currently charging forward.
"Although a Core Engine of this size cannot maintain the gigantic body, let alone generate Formative Power, combining Unit Types like this allows their synergy to be utilized efficiently."
Eve grinned as she clearly saw the horrified expressions of the humans.
The young Wizard from the Stas Academy, who had been devoured in the past, had endured stubbornly but ultimately disclosed the Guild’s Vision after enduring Torture so severe that even his Brain melted.
Now, the fruits of that achievement had become apparent. The Formation displayed by the Knights and Wizards was being perfectly replicated by the Higher Species and Over-sized Species Legion Soldiers.
A Legion Grows From My Smartphone - Chapter 82
Chapter 82
"Uh, ugh..."
The ground quaked violently as a beast with a house-sized black carapace charged forward, filling the entire field of view.
Its sheer presence was overwhelming. The formation crumbled in an instant under the unexpected assault of such a massive body.
"Hold your positions, everyone!"
"What the hell is that! Even the Degenerated Earth Dragons of Redrium we left behind weren’t that massive!"
The commanders hastily tried to regain control of the troops, but it was proving difficult. These soldiers, who had driven out the Destruction Fungus and taken dominion over the surface, had long been steeped in peace since then.
Though war manuals from the era of relentless battles before migration still remained, none among the troops had any firsthand experience in warfare.
"Bombardment! Bombardment! Mystic Cannon!"
The Supreme Commander, clad in a robe, commanded urgently from atop a golem. The mage batteries, hurriedly shifting their formations, now aimed their magic circles directly ahead.
"Fire! Fire now!"
The fired projectiles were magic bullets, condensed to be larger and denser than those used in indirect fire.
While the range was significantly shortened, the destructive power was maximized. They were undoubtedly capable of shattering even thick castle walls in a single blow.
Thus, the Supreme Commander was confident that the direct-fire cannons just launched would inflict significant damage on the beasts.
'Insignificant creatures...'
But confidence was just that—confidence. Reality did not align with his expectations.
"How is this possible?"
"W-What is that...?"
Unconsciously, he turned to the executive of the Stas Academy standing nearby.
But the executive of the Stas Academy, equally shocked and dumbfounded, could only shake his head in disbelief.
"Then tell me! What the hell am I looking at?!"
The Supreme Commander, losing his composure, roared furiously.
The enormous beasts, charging with relentless ferocity, were clearly struck by the shells. He had seen the explosions erupting with fiery force upon impact.
However, the beasts, now cloaked in a dark crimson energy that formed into spears, continued their charge unscathed, swinging their massive and hardened heads.
That peculiar formation and magic—there was no doubt it was the specialty of the Stas School.
"Ah, ahhh!"
"Everyone, retreat!"
The formation collapsed in an instant, even before a direct collision occurred.
It was inevitable. At their current level, there was no way to stop such monstrous creatures charging with reckless abandon.
"Ah."
The Supreme Commander let out a faint gasp.
All around him were his Screaming Allies, fleeing desperately. Ahead, a red spray of blood exploded outwards with a shockwave, accompanied by chunks of flesh that had once been human.
The main unit was being ripped apart while still alive.
"Aaaaagh!"
"L-Let me go!"
In the aftermath of the beasts' unstoppable charge, the survivors were immediately attacked by other monsters.
These were four-legged beasts with powerful muscles, mercilessly slaughtering the disoriented soldiers.
"Please, spare me!"
But some of the monsters exhibited peculiar behavior.
Instead of killing, they attacked some mages just enough to leave them bloodied but alive. Then, they dragged the mages off toward the rear.
"Damn these creatures! How dare they target the mages!"
Upon witnessing this, the Supreme Commander realized the monsters were attempting to abduct the mages. Furious, he slammed his staff into the ground.
Being a member of the guild specializing in earth-related magic, he immediately conjured stone pillars from the ground, striking and piercing through the monsters attempting to abduct the mages.
'Could they have stolen the magic of the Stas School as well...?'
Cold sweat ran down his face as he surveyed the scene. All he could see were his Screaming Allies, crying out in desperation.
It finally dawned on him that these monsters were not merely a wild horde of beasts.
Amid the chaotic battlefield, the Over-sized Species that had charged earlier were now turning their heads once again.
Gritting his teeth, the Supreme Commander straightened his back and glared at the being coming directly for him.
"You look a bit special. Are you their leader?"
He aimed his staff at the Higher Species approaching him, its six glowing eyes gleaming coldly through the Armor Crevices.
The Higher Species raised the Crimson Spear it held in its hand.
Its stance was sharp and precise. Among the prisoners it had devoured were knights who had trained in spear techniques.
"Hmm...?!"
Just then, the Supreme Commander sensed something amiss and flinched.
A strange aura had suddenly spread through the air.
"Ugh... Aaaagh!"
A soldier, his body covered in Black Veins and his eyes turned pitch black, lunged at the Supreme Commander.
There was no reason for the Legion not to use the most efficient weapon to suppress the majority.
"You resort to such petty tricks. So, you are indeed the successors of the Demon of Destruction!"
With the tip of his staff, he struck the lunging soldier’s solar plexus, sending the infected flying.
Then, raising his staff, he gathered mana and slammed it into the ground.
A powerful Magical Current swept through the battlefield. In its wake, the infected, whose defenses were extremely fragile, were annihilated.
"Even if you win this battle, you will never prevail. Just as you were exterminated in the past, you will be driven off the surface once more."
The Supreme Commander, his white beard fluttering, glared sharply at the Higher Species, pointing a finger at it as he spat out his words with disdain.
It was as if he knew that behind the Higher Species’ eyes, someone—Eve—was watching.
For the first time in her life, Eve, who had never been provoked before death, found the corners of her lips twitching slightly in reaction to such defiance.
"Come, monster. Do you think the magic I, Austin Schultz of Seklad, have honed for 80 years will be thwarted by the likes of you?"
He swung his staff, casting a spell.
The Higher Species, of course, gave him no opportunity. It moved swiftly, thrusting its spear toward his neck.
As if anticipating the attack, he instantly canceled the incantation and tilted his head to avoid the spear.
Simultaneously, he quickly cast a Shield Spell.
A triangular blue shield emerged, clashing with the Higher Species’ Dark Crimson Barrier.
"Even if I die here, the guild and the council are filled with those far stronger than me. And you—are weaker than I am. Do not underestimate magic."
Through the shattered remnants of the shield, he fired a Rock Bullet, condensed at his fingertip, targeting the now-exposed chest of the Higher Species.
The lethal magic, focused on piercing power, shattered the armor and destroyed the Core Engine in one strike.
"Ha."
He staggered as he stared at the corpse of the fallen Higher Species. The strain on his mana reserves had been immense.
If his judgment had been even slightly delayed, or if the opponent had any knowledge of proper magical combat, he would have been impaled by the first strike.
"...Still, one less to deal with."
He muttered absently as he turned his body.
He had already resigned himself to death. The enormous beasts charging toward him made that clear.
No matter how skilled a Sage-Class Mage he was, he could not singlehandedly handle the sheer mass of such gigantic creatures.
'At least one more.'
With that thought alone, he began casting another spell.
Attacking the massive bodies head-on would be futile. Instead, he targeted a different area.
This was his plan, and he executed it with the magic cast from the tip of his staff.
"Got it."
One of the massive bodies stumbled and began to collapse.
Using his magic, he had transformed the ground beneath the Over-sized Species into a viscous swamp, causing it to sink under its own immense weight.
"Hopefully... this will suffice."
He collapsed to the ground, his legs trembling as he closed his eyes.
He had only managed to take down one. The rest would surely trample over him and the remaining survivors.
As he felt the growing tremors of the approaching beasts, he clenched his teeth.
"No!"
"Ugh..."
At that moment, someone rushed in, tackling him out of the way just before he was crushed.
"You can’t die! We need the truth! We need your power, Councilor!"
"Urgh... Cough..."
In the space left behind by the Over-sized Species that had passed overhead, Reina, who had seized the opportunity to act, frantically shook his body in agitation.
"St-Stop..."
"Rozes Leblanc, the Vice Leader of Blakel! He is the mastermind behind this division!"
"Stop shaking me!"
Eventually, Austin, clutching the chest that her head had rammed into, coughed and struck her head with his staff.
He then grasped his own head and groaned in pain, quickly scrambling to his feet beside her.
"Say it again. What exactly did Leblanc—no, we need to get out of here first."
Clicking his tongue, he cast Amplification Magic to issue a Retreat Command.
Reina did her best to support him and pull him out of harm's way.
Fortunately, the Gigantic Species were slower to change direction due to their increased momentum from charging.
Having gathered a small number of surviving troops, Austin hurriedly led the survivors away from the battlefield.
The Legion Soldiers stood still, watching them retreat.
"What a waste."
[...Why aren't they chasing them? With Rapid Growth, they could quickly muster the necessary troops.]
"Exterminating them all would be difficult anyway, and more importantly, they dared to insult me."
Watching the scene unfold, Eve did not pursue them.
[That's strange. If you’re upset about the insult, shouldn’t you chase them?]
"No. That wouldn’t fully repay them. I’ll fight them again when they regain their Original Power and crush them completely. And it's not just an Emotion Issue. I'll provoke them further and extract everything from them."
There were many ways to gain experience beyond torturing prisoners. Eve had gained sufficient experience from this battle alone.
She concluded that pushing the enemy to their limits was the best way to extract information. After all, an adversary in a dire situation would desperately reveal their Techniques and Strategies.
Eve's plan was to acquire their techniques and strategies and then put an end to their lives with that knowledge.
[Don’t you think this is arrogant? Are you underestimating them?]
"It’s not arrogance. It’s calculated."
Though she occasionally displayed a Torrent of Emotions due to her immaturity, Eve’s core was rooted in thorough calculation and prediction. She never engaged in battles without a feasible chance of victory.
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[In any case, the Legion had once again achieved victory. They had bought time, and there were no more obstacles to their expansion toward the goal.]
"...For now, we can take a breather."
The screen showed retreating humans and the Legion Soldiers watching them.
It seemed like a crisis, but as always, Eve had a contingency plan.
"Now, it really feels like you've grown up."
Kang Shin-Woo let out a bitter smile.
When he first saw the colossal Over-sized Species, he felt it.
Eve no longer needed his help. The current Eve was no longer the small colony he had raised by feeding it small animals and bread-like food.
She was now strong enough to devour that world on her own.
[Well, help will still be needed in the future.]
"Of course. But thinking about that will just give me more headaches."
It didn't make sense for him to stand idly by and just watch.
For now, his influence over Eve was still significant.
However, since coming to the surface, Eve had been absorbing an enormous amount of information every day. It was uncertain how long his influence would last, or whether it would remain unshaken.
Thus, he had to keep offering 'help.' Just as he had given her a name, he needed to continue providing support that maintained his influence.
"Is the video record over?"
"Ah, it's done now."
Cox, a Mercenary Unit Member seated beside him, casually opened his mouth. Kang Shin-Woo nodded nonchalantly.
Completely unaware of the Korean language, Cox thought everything Kang Shin-Woo had been saying until now was for the video record.
"Strangely, they seem passive. Just a few days ago, they had the upper hand."
"They're probably waiting. Just like us."
At Cox's question, Kang Shin-Woo muttered absentmindedly while staring out the window.
Their current enemies were the Gnolls and Kobolds. They were also units.
So it wasn't strange for them to stall for time. The longer they stalled, the more unpredictable and powerful they could become.
For now, even their Allied Forces had taken time to regroup and grow with the help of the Guardian Alliance.
Both sides believed that growth would allow them to overcome the other, and now it was time to prove it. They were heading straight toward the enemy camp.
"If they're waiting, they might regret it."
Cox chuckled at Kang Shin-Woo's comment. At the same time, something roared loudly as it crossed high above in the sky.
The Allied Forces had deployed a new weapon: missiles. These missiles were filled with cluster bombs prohibited under international law.
Moreover, if needed, these missiles could even be equipped with nuclear warheads. They were currently flying through mid-air to strike the enemy camp. According to reports, nuclear warheads had already arrived at their encampment.
"An attack!"
Almost simultaneously, it seemed the enemies had begun their counterattack.
As the vehicle came to an abrupt halt, shouts could be heard both over the radio and outside.
Gunfire and the booming sounds of tanks firing their shells filled the air.
"Get out. Fortunately, it seems to be at the front."
They began their work as well. Their task was, of course, to escort the researchers affiliated with Evolution.
Grabbing the sword that had now become his weapon, Kang Shin-Woo got out of the vehicle and instinctively checked the front where Cha Jiyeon was likely located.
"Damn it... Just my luck..."
"They're coming! Take positions!"
Although they initially thought they were safer in the rear, away from the ambush, the enemies launched an all-out attack as if they had planned it.
Right in front of them, a distortion in space appeared, and a small Gate materialized.
"Fire!"
The moment a blurry figure appeared inside the Gate, the firearms of the waiting troops erupted in flames.
The firepower was enough to instantly shred an elephant to pieces. However, the first to emerge were Gnolls wielding large shields, and their shields burned faintly with a blue light.
"These bastards..."
"They're pouring out!"
The moment the concentrated fire was blocked, the shield-bearing Gnolls began to surge out.
Kang Shin-Woo spotted a Kobold wielding a staff. For a moment, its appearance overlapped with the mages Eve had faced.
"Keep firing!"
"What..?!"
Leaving Cox behind, Kang Shin-Woo rushed forward. He wasn't the only one.
The trainees of the Guardian Alliance, meant to supplement the insufficient Hunter battle power, also moved forward to confront the enemies that ignored the bullets.
"Ugh."
Dodging a swung shield, Kang Shin-Woo slashed with his sword, cutting the enemy down. His movements had significantly improved compared to before.
"Is it just me, or is this really happening?"
Gritting his teeth, Kang Shin-Woo swung his sword, unable to shake off the sense of unease.
"These bastards... No matter how I look at it, it feels like they're using magic that I know!"
[Currently inquiring with Eve.]
He split the head of another Gnoll charging at him with a sword.
The positioning of the enemies bothered him immensely. The way they moved in a deliberate formation felt eerily familiar.
Moreover, even the units classified as regular foot soldiers seemed to match their strength.
'Stas Academy.'
Kang Shin-Woo recognized this formation. It was one of the Group Tactical Magic spells Eve had faced and later learned to use herself.
It was clearly a group magic that manifested through the creation of a specific formation.
"These bastards don't even have proper equipment..."
"We're being pushed back!"
The Gnolls, bolstered by magic, were overwhelming them despite lacking equipment provided by their Player. The uninformed Allied Forces were caught off guard, leading to mounting casualties.
Kang Shin-Woo steeled his resolve. There was nothing strange about this. If the Kobold Players enchanting the Gnolls were among the mages Eve was currently confronting, they were his enemies.
"Snipers, take out those Kobolds!"
The Allied Forces were well aware that the Kobolds were up to something. An anti-tank rocket fired by someone shattered the barrier deflecting rifle bullets, killing one of the Kobolds in a magic explosion.
But it was futile. They needed to identify and eliminate the real one among the Kobolds. The real one was the core of the formation.
[Circuit Complex Connection. Using that power, they can enhance multiple individuals simultaneously. However, this circuit has a single focal point. If that focal point disappears, the entire circuit collapses.]
Eve, aware of Kang Shin-Woo's situation, conveyed the information clearly.
"Tell Eve that this time, I need her help."
[She agreed enthusiastically. Later, make sure to watch how delighted she is on the screen.]
Without hesitation, Eve provided assistance.
With a simple verbal explanation, Eve rapidly reverse-engineered the enemy's formation and delivered the solution.
'That one.'
The target that matched Eve's description caught Kang Shin-Woo's eye. It was the center of the formation.
The Kobold standing a step back was cleverly shielding itself with the barriers of the other Kobolds. To break through that, a high-caliber shell would be necessary.
"That one. Kill that one, and the power surrounding them will dissipate. If we snipe at random targets, we'll waste everything!"
"How does Kang Shin-Woo know that?!"
Grabbing a Special Forces Soldier fighting alongside him, Kang Shin-Woo addressed the man. The soldier, wearing a combat uniform with a captain insignia, was originally an artillery soldier who had been recognized for his talent and retrained in the Guardian Alliance's teachings as a special forces operative.
The soldier also happened to be someone familiar to Kang Shin-Woo. He had even sparred with him before.
"...If you can't join me, I'll go alone."
Faced with the soldier's bewildered reaction, Kang Shin-Woo hardened his expression. There was no time to explain everything.
"I'll go. If there's a way."
Fortunately, the soldier seemed to recognize Kang Shin-Woo's sincerity and followed him as if entranced. Kang Shin-Woo flinched momentarily as the gathered soldiers quickly surrounded him.
"I'll lead the way. Help me clear a path."
Kang Shin-Woo conveyed his intent clearly.
He wasn't sure if it was appropriate to give orders to them, but it wasn't the time to worry about such formalities.
"Understood."
"Captain, can we trust this guy..."
"We have no other choice right now. Besides, Kang Shin-Woo's abilities are more than sufficient."
Naturally, there was some resistance, but the captain and some of the soldiers who were familiar with Kang Shin-Woo, having sparred with him and experienced defeat at his hands, vouched for him.
"Then let's move."
Not a second could be wasted. If the frontline broke and the firepower collapsed, they would all be wiped out. Without the soldiers' firepower, even if they survived, it would be impossible to deal with the sheer number of enemies.
Before that happened, the focal point of the formation—the Kobold—had to be eliminated.
"Relay everything to Eve. Tell her exactly what I'm doing with her help!"
[Does he have that intention?]
"Our connection is mutual, after all."
Kang Shin-Woo gripped his sword tightly and charged forward.
The swarming Gnolls, empowered by the Formation, immediately blocked their path.
His heart pounded, resonating with the power accumulating within his body. It was the Resonance Method, an internal technique improved exclusively for him by the Legion, based on the training method Ji Changhyun had taught him.
With this, he could accumulate power faster and stronger than others. Just before colliding with the enemies, Kang Shin-Woo swung his sword without hesitation.
"Kiik..."
"Kieek."
Several Gnolls collapsed, cut into pieces by the sword charged with power.
Some managed to avoid his unrefined swordsmanship, but it wasn't an issue. Those were taken care of by his companions who fought alongside him.
"But! Our strength alone cannot break its Barrier!"
"There is a way."
At the urgent shout, Kang Shin-Woo pulled out a piece of Crimson Ore from his pouch.
Simply throwing it as he had done before? That wouldn't be enough to destroy the Overlapping Barrier.
Once again, he relied on Eve's assistance.
The method used by the Higher Species of the Legion to employ Formative Power allows them to draw power from the Core Engine instantly without delay or calculation.
Kang Shin-Woo mimicked that method. Adding to the power he already possessed, he absorbed the energy stored in the Crimson Ore he held.
"Shin-Woo's sword..."
His sword ignited in a crimson blaze. The greatest advantage of the Resonance Method he had mastered was its ability to amplify by resonating, rather than rejecting, different and heterogeneous powers.
It was a power befitting the Legion’s Identity, which consumes and assimilates everything into its own.
"Die, you bastards!"
With all his strength, Kang Shin-Woo unleashed his sword.
Just like the Legion Soldiers and his younger sibling Kang Do-Yeon had done, the Dark Crimson Slash tore through the ground, cutting the enemies and their Barrier in half.
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A blinding spark turned into a thunderbolt, splitting the air and the enemies' formation.
A powerful electrokinesis that burned dozens of enemies in an instant.
However, unlike the rear, which was meant to be a distraction, the Gnolls and Kobolds stationed in the frontlines with elite soldiers were not so easily dealt with.
"Ugh..."
The bombardment from the light-beam weapons fired by the Gnolls focused on Cha Jiyeon, who had just unleashed a massive magic explosion of electrokinesis.
She quickly surrounded herself with electrokinesis, narrowly deflecting the light-beam attack aimed at her.
"There doesn't seem to be any Assassination Authority. Judging by the fact that we're still alive."
Chris, passing by her, let out a faint chuckle.
As he stomped his foot, rocky spears erupted from the quaking ground, skewering and killing a large number of enemies.
However, the enemies, who had once been devastated by just two S-Rank Hunters, had now developed even further.
"What is that? They don't even seem to be hiding it anymore."
Chris let out a hollow laugh in disbelief.
A massive rideable war machine, the size of a tank, piloted by a single Gnoll, appeared on the battlefield with a clanking noise.
The bipedal walking machine brazenly flaunted its powerful firepower.
"Fire!"
Naturally, it became a priority target. Shells from tanks and anti-tank rockets flew toward it, causing explosions.
However, the rideable war machine, ensnared in the overlapping Barrier cast by the Kobolds nearby, remained unharmed and retaliated by firing from the large cannon barrel it held.
"No..."
Cha Jiyeon, who had shielded her face against the shockwave, gritted her teeth at the unfolding horror.
Hell descended in an instant, accompanied by a blinding flash of light. The very thing she had desperately wanted to prevent was now unfolding before her eyes.
"Hold on. There are others with as much of a sense of justice as you."
"Branch Manager Ji Changhyun."
She, who had been ready to charge forward at any moment, hesitated.
Ji Changhyun, without a moment's hesitation, drew his sword and leaped into the fray.
Engulfed in flames, he dashed forward, scattering red slash attacks from his sword in all directions.
In a single strike, he destroyed not only the Barrier and the rideable war machine but also everything surrounding it. The sheer impact of that single strike was enough to call him a one-man army.
In the aftermath of his attack, flames surged forth, consuming everything in their path.
Considering the fact that even the ordinary Gnolls, enhanced by the Stas Academy's formation, possessed the battle power of a C-Rank Hunter, the magnitude of his power was astounding.
"Back in his Hunter days, his techniques were more extravagant and flashy, but now he feels even stronger. He's Beyond S-Rank. I guess everyone grows, huh? Even if both of us were to take him on, it would still be difficult."
Chris muttered in a daze as he watched the scene.
In truth, the old rank game had lost much of its meaning. Both the Step-Up Hunters and the Hunters who had become Units were evolving their abilities in their own unique ways.
"But, I suppose the same goes for them?"
Chris stepped forward again.
A Black Knight clad in black armor charged at Ji Changhyun. It was neither a Gnoll nor a Kobold.
[The magic and ancient relics they use are primitive and outdated... Is this native sorcery? They seem to be trying everything they can as they near their limits. The Player's command is clear—finish it.]
The voice of the Player echoed in his mind. As the Player had stated, the enemies were desperately struggling.
They were doing their best to defend, but the inherent disparity in species' values was too overwhelming.
To counter beings like Ji Changhyun, Chris, and Cha Jiyeon, who had surpassed a certain threshold, they needed adversaries of equal caliber or overwhelming firepower. But the enemy had no such luxury at the moment.
Cha Jiyeon prepared to charge again, glancing back briefly.
'Will it be alright?'
The rear had also been attacked. And in the rear was him.
Though she wanted to go help immediately, the Player, judging that they had gained the upper hand, commanded them to press the attack.
*
"Useless! Idiots!"
"S-Shut up! Be quiet already!"
"Devastating loss! We can't hold them off!"
Inside the dim palace fortress, a Gnoll wearing a crown was jumping up and down, screaming.
The Great Chief of the Kobolds, who was facing the Gnoll, felt the same way in truth.
The enemies were too strong. Both species had received the grace of capable Players, but their innate limitations were undeniable.
After all, they were the lowest-tier demonic creatures who had once lived as slaves, while the enemies were the dominant species who had ruled the world for countless years based on their advanced intellect and civilization.
'...The world is truly indifferent.'
The Kobold Great Chief let out a hollow sigh.
He didn't know the exact reasons, but his Player, who had taught him various forms of magic, was currently extremely busy.
He understood that they were in danger, but he had no way to help at the moment.
Despite having received so much help, he had only been able to repay them with failure. The sense of helplessness was bone-chilling, and it weighed even more heavily on him now that he had gained intelligence.
"Those insignificant traitor species, have they finally realized their place? Did you enjoy living in the noble's mansion?"
At that moment, someone appeared silently in the space where only the two of them should have been.
The startled Great Chief glared at the Gnoll, but the Gnoll, equally surprised, shook its head.
"Don't make such foolish assumptions. I came here of my own accord."
The figure revealed themselves from the shadows. Beneath the hood they wore, a sly grin revealed sharp fangs.
"A High-Ranking Demon Clan!"
The Kobold Great Chief pointed his staff at him, and the Gnoll hurriedly aimed a handgun from its pocket.
But the figure merely laughed leisurely.
"Fools... Go and tell your two leaders, no, those 'Players,' that I want to make a deal. If they accept, I can restore the power they've lost while managing insignificant 'Units' like you."
"H-How do you know about that..."
"It's still strange to hear a Kobold talk. Just deliver the message. As someone who once led the glory of the Demon Realm, I can't stand to see these foolish humans trample on this land."
He pulled back his hood and smirked.
The black goat horns protruding from his head made them flinch as they recognized his identity.
"Demon King...!"
"Former Demon King. The current one is still asleep."
He corrected the Kobold Great Chief's words.
"...Our Player says, how can we trust you? That primitive magic of the Demon Realm won't help."
"Heh, what a ridiculous thing to say. But fine. To some extent, I'll admit it. I, no, the entire Demon Realm, was nothing more than a frog in a well. This world, this universe, is far too vast. So, foolish Kobold, deliver the message to your Player immediately. Tell them that you, too, are nothing more than a speck of dust. Who knows what calamities unknown to you might be lying dormant in your world?"
He chuckled leisurely.
The Kobold Great Chief was flustered. Despite the scornful words, his Player remained silent, as if they had been struck to the core.
"Think carefully. The Swirl of Destiny you've been caught in is ultimately about survival of the strongest. Stop clinging to useless pride and extend your hand. If you make a deal with me, you will surely gain something."
"They... They want to hear more."
"So do we! Our Player as well!"
Both the Kobold Great Chief and the Gnoll leader received responses from their Players.
He smiled knowingly, as if he'd expected it.
"As an Indigenous Species not bound by the Game, I am free from its rules. I have traveled throughout the Demon Realm, meeting the Demon Realm Factions currently fighting against those Earthlings. And I made my decision: to lend my power. In exchange, I want the culture and technologies you've learned and obtained from your Players. All sorts of magic, sorcery, spirit techniques, swordsmanship, spear techniques, particle weapons, martial arts, and so on."
"T-That kind of..."
"All of that has become my strength and can also become yours. As a Former Demon King, my power still spans the entirety of the Demon Realm. I can currently raise a Wraith Army numbering in the tens of thousands and summon Biological Legions scattered across the world. The seal placed on the entire Demon Realm by the Hero's self-sacrificial Mutual Death Destruction Device was indeed a powerful seal, but it was breached by the hands of a mere Orc who had learned spirit techniques from the Otherworld."
The initiative had completely shifted to him.
The seal, which had long suppressed the Demon Clan and the Demon Realm, had been easily broken by the power of the Otherworld. Now, even the Demon Realm could field indigenous forces like Earth's Allied Forces.
For these were the high-ranking Demon Clan who had once ruled this land.
"Survival comes first, doesn't it? Stop engaging in pointless competition and eliminate the most dangerous threats first."
He raised his head and shouted into the void.
It wasn't directed at the Kobold Great Chief or the Gnoll leader. He was speaking directly to their true powers.
[Say yes.]
[Accept it! Quickly!]
In the end, the desperate Players accepted his proposal.
"Then, for now, I should ensure your immediate survival."
With the deal established, he stepped out of the mansion and floated into mid-air.
His eyes took in the desolate, barren landscape tainted with dark energy.
He had once been the ruler of the Demon Realm, the master of this domain.
Now that the seal placed on the entire Demon Realm by the Hero's self-sacrificial Mutual Death Destruction Device had been broken, he had regained some of his former power.
'The Spirits of Dark Energy, the Ring of the Heart, and the mana accumulated in my dantian amplify my strength.'
And he could explosively unleash that partial power, momentarily exceeding even his peak.
The techniques provided by the Otherworld intruders made it possible.
Skillfully absorbing them one by one, the Demon King's Vessel exponentially amplified its mana.
"The Master who will liberate you commands it—Demon Realm, attack your enemies."
This was the first time he, who had covertly been aiding the Demon Realm Faction, revealed himself on such a grand scale.
It was partly because the Kobolds and Gnolls on this battlefront were weak, and partly because he now deemed it sufficient to step forward openly.
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"How is he doing now?"
[He, along with the army he belongs to, has achieved victory. They will continue advancing, establish bases, and relentlessly strike at the enemy's main base.]
"What about me? Any praise for me?"
[...Wait a little. He is currently surrounded by his comrades. They are all admiring and praising his achievements, the ones accomplished with you.]
The achievements accomplished with her. At those words, Eve's lips curled upward.
It meant Shin Woo's intentions had worked.
Eve relished the moment when Shin Woo sought her out, needing her assistance, and ultimately achieved success with her help.
It gave her an electrifying sensation, as if she had become one with him.
"I also like that he's grown stronger. It's thanks to me, so he'll rely on me even more, won't he?"
[In your judgment, what is his level now?]
"It's not very high, but that doesn't matter. I can make him stronger. Besides, humans have the ability to surpass their limits."
When judged objectively, Shin Woo's current abilities, if he were to join the legion, were at the level of a disposable mass-produced unit.
Although he knew how to wield Formative Power, real battles were not a numbers game based on data. According to Eve's cold calculations, his actual combat power did not even compare to the Higher Species.
However, Eve not only evaluated him highly but even exaggerated her assessment of him.
[...]
"I need to get my hands on Gate Technology as soon as possible."
Right now, Eve's mind, filled with excitement, was completely preoccupied with one subject.
The kobolds Shin Woo had faced in the Demon Realm were undoubtedly units. Moreover, those units existed in this world, where the Player—Eve herself—resided.
Therefore, the Gate Technology those creatures used had to be technology from this place.
In fact, she had already secured testimonies related to it.
The wizards of this world were people who, in the distant past, had lost a long war in a place they called Redrium and migrated here. Upon arriving, they had used golems to drive out the Destruction Fungus that had overrun the land.
How had they arrived here? They had used Space-Leaping Magic. That method was the Gate, and there was even a dedicated academy for researching it.
[Gate is classified top-secret information, accessible only to high-ranking officials and a select few from the academy dedicated to its study. Furthermore, the fact that Stas Academy's magic is also taught there implies they possess knowledge of other academies as well.]
Eve simultaneously speculated about the identity of the suspected Player. The list of candidates narrowed quickly. Someone from the high-ranking officials of the academy, possibly an active member. Based on the testimonies of the academy's wizards, the number couldn't exceed a few hundred.
To Eve, that number wasn't particularly daunting. She could easily devise a plan to capture and kill them all.
[But all information related to Gate is in Menas.]
However, for now, obtaining Gate Technology was impossible.
According to the information she had gathered, the academy researching Gate Magic was called Ados Academy.
Ados Academy had its headquarters solely in Menas, a metropolis located at the center of the continent.
Menas was also known as the hub of the Continental Assembly and various Mage Academies.
In other words, even if she knew about it, obtaining it would not be an easy task.
"Those trash..."
Eve, whose mood had plummeted, clicked her tongue with smoldering eyes.
The image of Supreme Commander Austin's taunts and pride flashed in her mind. It was frustratingly obvious that they'd resist to the end, making it difficult for her to swiftly extract information or kill them.
Moreover, Eve still needed a bit more time. Above all, she had yet to fully grasp the capabilities of the people in this world.
Even if she completed her expansion to her satisfaction, there was no guarantee she'd be able to acquire the desired technology immediately.
"There's no need to waste time unnecessarily."
Seated once again on her throne, Eve calmly assessed the situation.
She could see and hear everything the legion had reached. With the hastily mobilized Defense Corps virtually annihilated, the nearby cities and villages were now defenseless lawless zones.
"The troops are a bit lacking, but it doesn't matter. Crush them all."
Eve mobilized the legion soldiers scattered in all directions, including the Over-sized Species that had supplemented its nutrients by crushing the enemy.
Humans who had lost the power to resist would all be killed unless they fled to a safe place.
[Good. Then, with the remaining time, I can use the methods of the knights here as a reference and record a new martial art to pass on to him.]
"..."
[Why such a reaction? Didn't you say you'd show him your face and communicate directly with him once this battle ended?]
For a moment, Eve's body froze.
It was indeed something she had said herself. However, at this moment, for some reason, her body wouldn’t move.
"I-I'll do it later. When Kang Do-Yeon... arrives."
[Why is that? You now know how to operate a mobile phone, don't you?]
"Shut up!"
Her emotions wavered. Eve flinched in indecision, caught in this strange and inexplicable emotion of wanting to but being unable to.
"I'm not complete yet. So just a little longer."
[It's better to prepare your heart quickly. Kang Do-Yeon has encountered the enemies now.]
An incident occurred that, for better or worse, quickly calmed Eve's turbulent emotions.
Kang Do-Yeon had not participated in the previous battle due to a separate mission.
And now, for that mission, she had encountered the enemies.
"Good. Proceed as planned."
Eve gave the order to execute the pre-designed plan.
It involved deploying a detached force of 2,000, separate from the main unit, to ambush and target the enemy.
Although their numbers were only in the dozens, the operation included several Higher Species, including the most powerful force, Kang Do-Yeon.
"Hmm?"
"I felt it too."
However, as Kang Do-Yeon approached them.
Both Kang Do-Yeon and Eve sensed something.
A Soul String connected to the outside world. Someone in the detached force possessed a Soul String.
*
"Damn it. What is that now?"
Rozes Leblanc, who had been mentally drained upon realizing that he was the root cause of this situation, looked up at the sky and cursed, forgetting his composure.
He had already been fighting intermittent battles with legion soldiers and had just completed a humiliating deal with a bizarre creature who introduced itself as the former king of the Demon Realm.
And now, something was descending from the sky to deliver the final blow to his already exhausted mind.
"That..."
"Vice President of the Academy Club! Aahhh!"
The entities, without reducing their speed, landed in the middle of the clustered detached force with an immense shockwave.
'What.'
Through the dust clouds and the impact, Rozes squinted his eyes.
What first caught his attention were jet-black wings wrapped in black feathers.
However, those wings soon ignited into a dark crimson flame, slashing through the air and creating fountains of blood.
"Enemy! It's an enemy!"
"Form the formation!"
Terrified soldiers hurriedly aimed their weapons and magic at the monsters that had descended from the sky.
"Fire at will!"
Rozes quickly issued the command.
Although they had been caught off guard, the enemies were in the midst of their densely packed allies.
A barrage of indiscriminate magical explosions poured down on the enemies.
Amidst the flashes and explosions that made it difficult to keep his eyes open, Rozes watched nervously.
[It's useless. They... are unharmed.]
But the moment the magical bombardment ended, Rozes widened his eyes at the flickering words that appeared before him.
As the dust clouds settled, the enemies surrounded by a resonating Dark Crimson Barrier came into view.
The Higher Species, now having retracted their wings into their carapaces, stood back-to-back, holding their spears aimed in all directions.
And standing in the center, the master of the Black Wings.
The mask she now wore no longer emitted hormones. It merely served to conceal her face.
For a moment, Rozes' eyes met the glinting Red Glow within the mask.
'I'm going to die.'
He instinctively felt it. Even though he was shielded by a barrier, the sensation persisted.
It took less than a second for him to leap from the golem he was riding and hide behind a nearby companion wizard.
Immediately after.
The energy concentrated in the aimed spears and outstretched hands was unleashed at maximum power in all directions.
This energy explosion was an original technique of the legion, unbound by magical or swordsmanship skills.
The sheer force annihilated the thousands of soldiers surrounding them, leaving them burned alive and torn apart in an utter frenzy.
"This... this is..."
In the aftermath of the shock, as the site of devastation came into view, where more than half of the force had been wiped out in an instant, those whose minds had shattered stood frozen in place, unable to move, trembling slightly.
"Ahhh!"
In the midst of the chaos, one knight, who had been in constant companionship with his comrades, let out a roar filled with rage as he saw one of them disintegrate, leaving behind only the arm holding a sword. The knight stood up, grabbed his sword, and charged forward.
"Khuek."
She, without any unnecessary movements, deflected the sword with her armored hand and kicked the knight squarely in the chest.
The knight, whose breastplate was crushed in an instant, coughed up blood and collapsed to the ground, rolling lifelessly.
"Ugh..."
"Aah..."
In an instant, terror and despair spread among the crowd.
Even though half of them were still alive and armed with revenge and rage, they couldn’t muster the courage to charge at the mere five enemies before them.
"Where is the Vice President of the Academy Club, Blakel's Vice Leader?!"
"We need strong firepower. If it's him, he can do it!"
Naturally, people began to search for the strong. Surely, there was still hope. The enemies numbered only five, and their side still had remaining forces, while the enemies likely couldn’t unleash another attack of such magnitude anytime soon.
"The Vice President...?"
However, in the place where he was supposed to be, there were only gruesome chunks of flesh.
All that was left in the spot where he had disintegrated without a trace was an abandoned robe.
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"Momentum is on our side. They say we’ll continue advancing like this."
"Of course. We can’t give them any time."
The mercenary leader Robert patted my back. I nodded vaguely. Amidst the ongoing cleanup, the main unit had decided to continue advancing.
After all, we had achieved a major victory in the frontal confrontation.
But right now, I had a hard time focusing on this situation. On the side of my vision that Robert couldn’t see, another world’s scenery unfolded.
"Your expression doesn’t look good. It’s okay to be happy at a moment like this. Thanks to your quick decision and judgment in identifying the enemy's weaknesses, we were able to win and survive. It’s all thanks to you."
"...Because everyone fights like this now."
Perhaps noticing my sullen expression, he spoke brightly, but I couldn’t bring myself to smile and merely mumbled absentmindedly.
On the screen I was seeing at the moment, my younger sibling, Kang Do-Yeon, appeared.
She was annihilating a detached force that had been separated and was believed to consist of enemies, either players or units.
That mask was no longer functioning as a stabilizer. In other words, she was now killing enemies with the same indifferent, mechanical manner as the other legion soldiers, entirely by her own will.
The sight was utterly overwhelming. Even if dozens of people teamed up against her, they wouldn’t be able to defeat her.
"Only the winners survive… That’s the kind of ecosystem this is…"
I barely held onto my composure. I kept repeating to myself that this was just a simple survival competition.
"Ahem, then take some rest. I’ll handle the cleanup."
Robert, sensing the mood, stepped away. Once I was left alone in the vehicle, I leaned back against the seat.
"My current gold remains the same. The 300G I earned from dealing with the Moonlight Fairy survivors. That means we didn’t kill the player or unit we were just observing."
[That’s correct.]
I checked my gold. There was no change—this meant that not once, even after the Legion emerged on the surface, had we killed an enemy unit or player.
‘If they were weak, they would have been eliminated. If they survived, they must have grown stronger.’
At this point, any unit that had survived would be of a certain level at the very least. It also meant that there wouldn’t be any accidental encounters, and they might even have information about the Legion.
"Players who placed units on Earth must have gained significant advantages."
A hollow laugh escaped me. I only knew of two cases, but in any event, compared to the world where Eve currently resided, here on Earth, wars were raging like madness even at this very moment.
That meant that it was easier for players to acquire gold.
"Even if the Assassination Authority is limited to two per person, with each player having two, the quantity is still substantial. No matter how you look at it, it’s ridiculously overpowered."
Killing enemies without hesitation or restriction. Of course, they claimed, "That’s all it is," but even that alone made it an absurdly broken ability.
[Let me tell you one thing: there are no patches in this game. It will remain as it was from the start to the end.]
"So, the balance is supposed to be sufficient? Sure, let’s say there are individuals who can pull off tricks to survive even after being hit by the Assassination Authority. Still, that’s…"
[Don’t fear the system. Instead, think about surpassing it and exploiting it.]
"...If you can’t even do that, you don’t deserve it?"
The intention was obvious. Indeed, it was hard to believe that those who won battles at the risk of their lives on the battlefield wouldn’t be able to overcome the Assassination Authority.
Even Ji Changhyun seemed to have something to rely on.
But that was only true for a select few; ordinary people like me couldn’t resist it.
[On the other hand, would anyone even use the Assassination Authority on someone like you?]
"That’s true."
Feeling slightly relieved, I chuckled. The cleanup was nearly complete.
Now, we would reoccupy the points we had failed to seize last time and continue striking at the enemy's main base.
"We won’t need to use the nuclear bomb, then? It always felt unsettling… There might still be people alive, after all."
Cox, who had returned to the vehicle, looked visibly more relaxed.
"…"
The march continued. Perhaps because we had already achieved victory, the overall atmosphere wasn’t too bad.
‘They’re bound to run.’
The enemies’ movements were being monitored. Predictions kept coming in, but anyone who knew anything understood. Preserving one’s life took priority. If a unit type was completely wiped out, the player would also die.
"They say the survivors are fleeing desperately, but the main base hasn’t shown any movement?"
However, contrary to expectations, they remained entrenched in their main base without making any moves. Just as it seemed incomprehensible—
"…What?"
Robert frantically grabbed the crackling radio.
"Enemies! Enemies are swarming in…"
"Prepare for battle, everyone!"
Alarms began blaring, both from the radio and outside.
*
"That’s a weapon we’ve seen before, from the northwest."
High-powered cluster bombs filled with submunitions. A dozen of such cluster bombs.
However, he, who was floating in mid-air, intercepted all the missiles heading for the city with an invisible force.
And then he detonated them. Afterward, he condensed the overwhelming energy into a single mass and sent it flying into the air.
‘But this isn’t the kind of power I desire.’
His eyes gleamed. Currently, a part of his vision was shared with another creature.
A swarm of monstrous birds, native species of the Demon Realm, flying across the sky. Through the shared sight of one of these birds, he saw a human army traversing the wasteland.
"Attack them and sweep them away."
The monstrous birds, resembling oversized eagles, began diving toward helicopters and tanks.
It wasn’t only the monstrous birds that had been prepared. There were beasts that roamed the ground, others that charged on foot, and more.
All the creatures of the Demon Realm obeyed the existence that had once been the King of the Demon Realm.
"This… This can’t be… What kind of magic is this?!"
"It’s not magic, you fool. This is divine authority. A power bestowed solely upon the pinnacle of demons."
Descending to the ground, he mocked the wide-eyed Kobold Great Chief.
The Great Chief, who had believed the magic passed down by Player Rozes to be a miracle, was rendered speechless in the face of the true Power of the Demon King, which he was witnessing for the first time.
Nearby, the gnolls wielding beam weapons were shooting down drones one by one as they conducted reconnaissance.
"By the way, your player was making a fuss about dying, yet here you are, perfectly fine."
"Th-that person is currently in hiding."
The Kobold Great Chief flinched and barely managed to respond. He couldn’t even meet his gaze.
Having broken the curse-like seal left by the Hero and regained his original power, the true high-ranking demon's presence rekindled the deeply ingrained instinct of submission, almost etched into his genes.
"Focus on the battle in front of you."
Observing this, he smirked nonchalantly.
Soon, the Kobolds and gnolls, with their player’s permission, dispatched their reorganized main forces.
‘Fools. In the end, we will be the ones who survive.’
He had his own plan. After the foolish orc group used the power granted by their player to strengthen their forces and awakened him, he had assessed the situation and exploited the weaknesses of the current alliance, which was nothing more than an inevitable coalition, to restore his strength.
He believed that his faction, the native demon clan, would emerge as the true victors and resolved to act toward that end.
"Oh, Former King. What in the Demon Realm is happening right now?"
"Lord of Beasts Gartin, I’ll entrust you with the Legion. Go and kill the humans."
He awakened another subordinate who, like himself, had been sealed. Draped in black feathers, this half-human, half-bird figure nodded at the Former King and bowed respectfully for the first time in ages.
"With this fully restored power, I shall annihilate the pathetic humans."
"…You’d better not let your guard down. The world has changed. Now, even the strongest beings can be taken down in a single blow, thanks to absurd new rules."
He gave a peculiar smile at the loyal servant who remained unchanged from the past to the present.
"What… What do you mean by that…"
"Which is why I’m giving you this. It will serve as an additional means to uphold your loyalty."
He tossed a ring to Gartin. Clicking his beak, Gartin caught it, slipped it onto his hand, and soared into the sky at once.
"There are units among the humans… No, there are. Some of them are exceptional. Commander Gartin alone may not be enough."
"It might not be enough. But isn’t it your job to make up for that lack? If you truly wish to overcome the limits of your lowly lineage, then struggle for it yourselves. Both you and I are merely fighting to survive."
He outright laughed at the Kobold Great Chief’s words.
He thought that this was preferable. It had been the same when the Demon Realm fought against the Hero. The only difference was that now it was a pure, unadulterated wilderness.
‘Where has the Goddess gone? Could it be that this so-called Goddess has also created her own units in another world and is laughing in delight?’
He had come to realize that even the Goddess, who had launched a cowardly attack on the Demon Realm using the unfair means of the Hero, had been nothing more than a frog in a well, just like him.
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Episode 87 - Chaos and Hero (5)
"This is..."
Cha Jiyeon, who was at the forefront, bit her lip. She already instinctively sensed it.
The storm now raging would be rougher and harder than the strike just before.
"The ground..."
"The ground is shaking!"
The Allied Forces, who could not have imagined such a situation, fell into panic.
From the beginning, the enemies they had assumed were Gnolls and Kobolds.
People who had no idea what the Demon Realm was like or its history could not have anticipated such a situation.
"Hold on tight!"
[The player has manifested their ability. Offer the price, gain strength, and fight.]
At the end of vibrations reminiscent of an earthquake, the ground where Cha Jiyeon and Chris's vehicle was located burst open with a bang.
At the same time as Cha Jiyeon was flung into the air, she pulled out a dagger from her bosom and slashed her hand.
One of the functions possessed by the player, which she frequently used in the early and mid stages. Receiving the blood, her power was enhanced.
"Ugh..."
Ignoring Chris, who was falling to the ground, she enveloped her entire body in electrokinesis, broke the vehicle, and flew into the air.
With her blue eyes glinting, she sent a flashing thunderbolt toward the monster that emerged from the ground.
An ancient creature of this land that lived underground, ambushing the main unit alongside the Demonic Mole Crickets.
Struck by her electrokinesis, the creature twisted its body, which was dozens of meters thick, and opened its mouth toward her.
This Deathworm, which had only a mouth on its face, opened its massive jaws wide enough to swallow a giant tank or self-propelled artillery in one bite and roared.
'Is it possible?'
Cha Jiyeon broke out in a cold sweat. Those dense and enormous teeth.
Even if she unleashed her maximum output, she couldn't guarantee she could handle it.
[Use it. The player has decided to save the Assassination Authority.]
"Tsk..."
Barely dodging its bite, she looked at the potion bottle she pulled out. Chris, who was fighting on the surface, did the same.
A bestowed item they had received in the past, a potion that momentarily maximizes the string.
She drank it in one gulp.
[The essence of the Heavenly Soul Technique is one's own soul. And now, your soul is strongly connected to your 121 companions. That is your strength, so fight.]
Staggering momentarily, she opened her eyes, which sparkled with electrokinesis.
And she unleashed a storm of lightning that surged around her.
The massive lightning split into thousands and tens of thousands of branches, piercing the air and the ground. Hundreds of enemies, regardless of their size, were electrocuted, exploded, and burned to death.
On the ground, Chris, who had also enhanced his abilities, shook the ground with his earthquake, toppling and crushing the surviving enemies.
[Soul Resonance. While it grants immense power... ultimately, the connected souls merge into one mass, losing their ego.]
[Of course, that is not a consideration.]
[An enemy has survived.]
An empty voice echoed repeatedly in the minds of Cha Jiyeon and Chris, who had lost consciousness.
The Deathworm, though its external carapace was half-destroyed and it was leaking bodily fluids everywhere, had survived the storm of lightning and the earthquake.
The Deathworm opened its mouth again, aiming at Cha Jiyeon.
"Get a hold of yourself."
At that moment, crimson flames burst out.
The Deathworm's massive neck slowly fell to the surface, and Ji Changhyun, who had unleashed a slash, ignored the electrokinesis and returned to the surface with Cha Jiyeon.
"People need you."
"I-I'm conscious now, so let go of my hand."
Ji Changhyun grabbed her by the collar and shook her until she regained her senses. Soon, as the connection was severed, she gasped for breath and pushed his hand away.
"You're strong. Thanks to you two, we avoided the worst."
"...Honestly, I never want to do this again."
Although she didn't know the full truth of the Soul Resonance due to losing consciousness, she knew it wasn't a pleasant experience.
"But we must keep fighting."
Ji Changhyun raised his sword and stepped forward. The Deathworm was dead, but something stronger and faster descended before them.
"Death to the humans!"
The Lord of Beasts, Gartin. He roared in a language humans couldn't understand, then swung the spear in his hand, unleashing a flood of monsters.
The main unit, whose formation had already collapsed due to the sudden underground ambush, couldn't mount proper resistance, let alone bombardment.
"You look like the strongest one."
"...A unit?"
Ji Changhyun and Gartin faced each other.
Of course, they couldn't understand each other's words. They could only feel the killing intent aimed at each other.
"Spirit of the Demon Realm..."
Gartin kicked the ground and swung his magic-infused spear at Ji Changhyun.
However, the spear didn't even reach the tip of his foot, which was raised to block it with his sword.
Gartin, still charging, crashed into the ground and rolled awkwardly. He remained motionless in that state.
"Could this be..."
"The player used it. The Assassination Authority."
Chris, who was supporting Cha Jiyeon, smirked.
Ji Changhyun, who had been about to swing his sword, was also surprised. He widened his eyes and only stared at Gartin's corpse lying on the ground.
But he quickly regained his composure and looked around.
"It's not over yet. If we're to salvage anything, we must hurry to save the people..."
"Watch out!"
As Ji Changhyun turned his body to move again.
Cha Jiyeon, pale-faced, fired a thunderbolt behind him.
"Hah, haha... Glory to the Demon Realm."
A white beak clicked, and the glow in the skull's eye sockets gleamed blue.
Gartin, now a white skeleton, rose and swung his spear at Ji Changhyun once more.
*
"Hey, this isn't good. This time, it's the real deal."
Robert muttered blankly.
Even a seasoned veteran mercenary couldn't come up with a solution in this dire situation.
The frontline had collapsed. The frontline that Cha Jiyeon, Chris, and Ji Changhyun, three powerful individuals, had been holding.
The creatures of the Demon Realm rushing in now were only assault types. The monsters charging through the barrage of bullets became fear itself, demoralizing the soldiers and plunging them into despair.
I had seen similar scenes like this many times.
If one were to view the Legion from the perspective of those fighting against it, it might feel like this.
"Huff... Retreat! Retreat!!"
A hasty retreat command, so rushed it made one question whether it was properly conveyed by the commander, was issued through the radio.
But in the midst of everything being overrun, there was no such thing as an orderly retreat. It was just fleeing.
Amidst it all, I filmed a monstrous bird trying to attack a machine gunner with my phone. Only nine samples remained.
Since there was no sign of leveling up, only nine chances were left.
"Get in! Just run for now!"
Robert, who had been shooting his gun, grabbed my arm and pulled me along. The command structure had completely collapsed. Evolution Affiliates, as well as Allied Forces soldiers, began deserting their positions and fleeing.
Panting, I looked back. There were fewer than thirty vehicles heading in the same direction as us.
It was a devastating loss, no, annihilation.
I had only heard of annihilation in reports, but now I was experiencing it firsthand. No, more importantly, how on earth had the creatures of the Demon Realm, which had been acting like ordinary flora and fauna until now, suddenly attacked us?
"There's a canyon over there. We'll take shelter in that canyon and head to the encampment."
Robert held the radio and communicated with others to decide on the direction.
The destination was a narrow canyon made of strange rock formations visible ahead.
[Can we escape?]
But I looked up at the sky through the sunroof.
The sky was already the domain of those monsters. Whether there was an Allied Forces recon unit or not, it was clear we couldn't escape their sight.
"Damn it... Those bastards are chasing us!"
"Just head to the canyon. Do whatever it takes to defend or fight back there. We can't win in the open field!"
At Cox's shout, Robert, irritated, gave rougher orders. The Allied Forces' high command, seemingly paralyzed in panic, and the fleeing Allied Forces vehicles followed us in a line, tailing each other as they sped away.
"W-What do we do now? We can't hold out for long!"
"Why are you asking me?! I'm just a PMC!"
Even after reaching the canyon, no brilliant solution emerged.
Using the narrow entrance, we poured all the firearms we had to repel the pursuing enemies successfully. But it was only for a moment. When their main unit arrived, we would inevitably be caught.
Neither the officers of the Allied Forces nor Robert could provide an answer now.
"Mr. Antonif, what is that?"
"Take a look at this, Mr. Shin-Woo."
While the panicked voices of people grew louder.
I got out of the vehicle and approached Researcher Antonif, who was investigating the canyon.
"It looks like... a stone tablet."
"That's right. Look at this uniform wall. This must have been a site of some ruins. I'm incredibly excited right now. These are definitely relics. Come to think of it, Mr. Shin-Woo, wasn't this also a world where someone once lived? Even the demonic creatures must have been part of a community once."
He carefully collected, investigated, and photographed the stone tablets with his companions, gathering data. Then, he loaded them onto the vehicle with care.
"These are clues. By researching these, we can learn more about this place we considered nothing more than a dreadful monster nest. Then, incidents like today won't happen again."
Even in this situation, he was looking toward the future. In a situation where dying right now wouldn't be surprising, he acted only for hope and victory. After all, he was one of those who had volunteered for this.
But for his foresight to come to fruition, we had to overcome this crisis first.
To survive here is to have a tomorrow.
That's why I resolved to act here.
"Everyone, get in the vehicles immediately."
"...What?"
"What kind of crazy nonsense are you spouting now?"
I approached those still angry and quietly conveyed my intentions.
Naturally, they reacted with disbelief.
"I'll try to hold this place. In the meantime, escape the canyon and return to the encampment."
"Are you seriously insane?"
Robert put his finger to his temple and shook it.
There was nothing more to say about his reaction. I drew my sword and headed for the canyon entrance.
"I acknowledge your skills! That swordsmanship thing you learned made you a bit stronger! But still..."
"Leave all the remaining explosives and shells behind."
Luckily, the ammunition truck that came along provided a good excuse for me, who couldn't reveal the truth.
Of course, what I intended to do wasn't to collapse the canyon with explosives when the enemies arrived, but to trust in the only trump card I had.
[The Legion awaits you. It wishes to be with you.]
Faint letters overlapped with the thick, enormous dust clouds approaching this place.
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Episode 88 - Chaos and Hero (6)
[He stood alone in front of the enemies. It was a Beast Legion numbering in the thousands. Yet, he was calm and tranquil.]
"I know. I can feel it. Right now, there's no hesitation. I have conviction."
[It needs you. And it believes in you. It wants you to come for it, to win.]
"That's right. He believes in me."
Eve placed her hand on her chest, murmuring quietly, just like Kang Do-Yeon's habit.
They were calling out to each other. At this moment, their connection was stronger than ever.
Thanks to that, Eve could fully understand his emotions. The same went for Shin Woo, who was facing the approaching enemies alone in the Wasteland.
The trust between the two entities was firm. The connection of their souls, tied only to each other, was that strong.
"Go to him, and kill his enemies."
Eve abruptly stood up from the throne, her eyes flashing from within the mask. The entire Legion trembled without leaving out a single entity.
There was no hesitation in her decision. This sortie was for the reason she defined for her existence, her growth, and her survival.
[For you, who are both one and many, the application of the Unit Summoning Ticket is special. And you can choose.]
"Show the overwhelming Legion Army to those false and feeble beasts, what a true Legion is."
[But currently, there aren't many troops available.]
"With the stored energy, mass-produce Legion Soldiers through accelerated growth and division."
[That would result in an excessive loss of energy efficiency.]
"It doesn't matter."
Eve had already finished all calculations and predictions. From the beginning, if Shin Woo died, so would she.
"For him, even a planet is worth it."
Therefore, there was no reason not to give her all to save Shin Woo.
Even if it meant devouring an entire planet, the immense energy generated could all be invested for him.
Soon, the entire Nest trembled. The Legion's racial trait of accelerated growth and rapid division consumed energy like madness, creating a massive force in an instant. Of course, this was something that would never be done under normal circumstances.
In the midst of it all, Eve prepared her weapon.
It was one of the spoils of war, an utterly ordinary iron sword.
The reason she chose a sword as her weapon was simple. Because he learned the sword, she chose it as well.
[Prepare.]
Soon, a massive energy began to move. Eve's eyes sparkled.
She coveted this mysterious power that moved the system.
"But this power is still beyond analysis or access. For now. It's closer to a type of divine authority."
[...]
Eve looked down at her body, gradually wrapped in light, and smirked.
Soon, Eve's body, along with part of the Legion, vanished as if evaporating from the world.
*
"Quite a lot of them."
At the entrance of the canyon, I smirked as I watched the approaching beasts.
In the end, everyone left in their vehicles. It was better this way, as seeing the Legion would have been catastrophic.
[The Legion is ready.]
"Are you sure about this? It's not going to be just one or two units popping out, right?"
I made a final confirmation. I wasn't standing here alone out of sheer madness.
What I believed in was the Unit Summoning Ticket I received as a reward after annihilating an opposing unit for the first time.
According to the description, it wasn't particularly advantageous for other players. At best, it could summon a single entity, and it had to return after a set time.
But that didn't apply to me. The Legion, Eve, was both one and many. In other words, the summon ticket summoned the entire Legion.
[However, it's impossible to transfer the entire Legion, so only a part of it will be summoned. But even that part will surely be sufficient.]
"Alright."
I wasn't shaken or excited. As long as the Legion was summoned here, I had nothing to worry about.
After all, we would win. I was certain. We would win.
A battle between Legions? Eve would never lose to those kinds of beings.
I even felt relaxed, calmly observing the approaching enemies.
'What about the others, like Cha Jiyeon or Ji Changhyun?'
I even found myself worrying about others.
The monster legion approaching here could be considered their main force.
Among the remnants scattered to chase the retreating survivors after annihilating the main unit, the largest group was heading here.
For now, I could only hope the others had survived and escaped safely.
"There's no way the main unit was destroyed just because a few more monsters overwhelmed them. There must be something else."
I scanned the area, looking for something unusual. I suspected there must be a command entity leading this monster horde.
Ever since the beasts became units, shedding their simple animalistic nature, the aspect of war had changed drastically.
It was no longer an era where sheer firepower alone could secure victory.
"...Is it that one?"
I thought I spotted such a being. A powerful individual who had defeated strong members of the Allied Forces like Cha Jiyeon.
I pulled out the Detection Stone from my pocket. The range was still too far to determine whether they were units or not.
"&♤♧@%*#!!"
Before long, the monster legion, shaking the ground, stopped before me.
As I expected, there was a leader among them. A grotesque lifeform with a white skeleton holding a spear, looking like a mix of a bird and a human.
"@#%!!"
"What the hell are you saying?"
It kept pointing its beak at me, making clicking noises.
Judging by its behavior, it didn't seem to believe I was alone. Instead of focusing on me, it kept scanning the surroundings.
But when the continued reconnaissance by the monstrous birds confirmed I was indeed alone.
I felt like I could even see an expression on the skull-like face. It looked incredibly displeased.
'It's coming.'
I instinctively realized it and immediately used the summoning ticket.
The Detection Stone was silent. Confirming that they weren't units, I shook off my last doubts.
"Oh..."
But at that moment, I failed to catch the spear thrown with transcendental power.
In the brief moment of realization, the spear flew toward me. By the time I noticed it.
The spear was already about to pierce my chest.
"Eve."
At that moment, I called out that name. The name I had given her.
Suddenly, she appeared, her long, dark hair fluttering in front of me. Though it was her back, I had seen this figure many times before.
"..."
There was no response. Eve grabbed the spear aimed at me with her hand and let it drop.
[The Legion has arrived. Now, it's war.]
The ground shook. The atmosphere trembled. Without even looking, I could tell what was approaching from behind me.
"Eve. Just for a moment..."
[There's nothing for you to do now. I came to protect you, so just watch.]
Eve kicked the ground and soared into the air in an instant.
I couldn't follow her through the violently shaking ground.
"Tsk..."
Something massive passed by me. An over-sized species I'd only seen on screens before.
It wasn't just the over-sized species. Numerous Legion Soldiers tore through the ground, the sky, and underground, marching past me.
I could see the skull-faced leader. It looked visibly flustered.
[Indeed, the creatures of the Demon Realm are strong, but they're still mere lifeforms. They can't compare to the Legion Soldiers, who were born from analyzing and combining such beings.]
I could only stand in the middle of the black wave, watching. The Legion Soldiers overwhelmed the enemies with sheer force, pushing them back.
The Beast Legion that annihilated the Earth Allied Forces was indeed strong. But ultimately, they were ordinary lifeforms.
They needed to reproduce, eat, and survive.
That's why we were stronger now. Such things didn't matter to the Legion Soldiers. They were filled with nothing but muscle, lacking digestive systems or reproductive organs.
Survival wasn't important to the Legion Soldiers either. They moved solely for victory and battle.
I saw the massive beasts, which I thought were relatively large, collide with the over-sized species and get flung away, exploding. The Demonic Mole Crickets, which crushed and destroyed tanks, had their heads ripped off by the mining-type Legion Soldiers created based on them.
"Ugh..."
At that moment, large fragments from the battlefield flew toward me.
However, those fragments never reached me.
"I guess... I should say thank you? Eve."
Two Higher Species, who had positioned themselves beside me before I realized it, activated their Barrier to block the fragments.
My gaze naturally shifted upward.
A fierce battle was unfolding in the sky, just like on the surface.
I saw the Flying Species of the Legion tearing apart Flying Beasts, including Monstrous Birds, using their claws and poison stingers.
And then, a pair of black wings crossed the sky.
My face naturally darkened.
The wings, which instantly slashed and tore apart the enemies surrounding them, cut through the air and landed swiftly in front of me.
"Are you sure you're okay?"
"You don't need to worry, Oppa. I'm perfectly fine right now. More than ever."
Turning her body and removing her mask, my younger sister Kang Do-Yeon spoke, her red eyes glinting with an unchanged expression.
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"The strongest Beast Legion ever is undoubtedly under my control..."
The Lord of Beasts, Gartin. Once a powerful individual who stood above even the Demon King's Commanders, ruling over the Demon Realm.
At the very least, now that his seal was broken, he could easily deal with a few rookie Hunters from Earth.
In fact, even after being struck by the Assassination Authority, he overcame it and defeated Ji Changhyun, Chris, and Cha Jiyeon, who had all charged at him.
However, his greatest ability was not his personal strength, but rather the Beast Legion itself.
The Beast Legion, composed of creatures of the Demon Realm led by him, was an unstoppable assault force, a merciless violence that trampled over everything in its path.
"But... just what, what are those things!"
Gartin, whose blue eyes glinted inside his skull, clicked his beak in anger.
The Beast Legion, which had crushed the arrogant humans' main unit with overwhelming power, was now openly losing its strength and momentum it had once boasted.
"Grrraaah!"
One of the Beast Legion's most formidable main forces, the Swamp Centipede-Handed Gorillas, covered in tough scales.
These 5-meter-tall gorillas, skilled in close combat with their four arms, were being helplessly torn apart by Four-Legged Beasts with massive fangs and Giant Spiders with venomous fangs.
Gartin couldn't even consider those black monsters as the same kind of beasts. Their appearance, which cunningly combined the traits and strengths of all kinds of creatures, resembled a Black Magic Chimera, a trend once popular in the Demon Realm, rather than a natural lifeform.
However, the Legion's genetic manipulation techniques, accumulated experience, and data were far superior to such synthetic monsters.
"What on earth..."
And then there were the Demon Desert Lobsters, the assault soldiers the Beast Legion prided itself on.
These were literally giant lobsters with four pincers that lived in the desert, their size comparable to that of a large bus. Within the Beast Legion, they were classified as large.
Crunch-
However, these lobsters, with their durable carapaces that could even crush human tanks, were instantly trampled and burst apart.
Every time the Over-sized Species charged forward with its massive hammerhead adorned with spear-like protrusions, dozens of beasts were crushed and impaled to death.
"These things..."
Gartin, who flinched, saw the Demonic Mole Cricket being ripped apart alive by a similarly black carapaced monster.
In the sky, Flying Species with spider mouths were breathing flames, burning Monstrous Birds to ashes.
As the Lord of Beasts and the ruler of these creatures, he couldn't believe this reality. Hellscape. Even to the Demon Clan, this was a Hellscape.
'Are these truly living beings!?'
For a moment, he almost lost his mind, but he managed to impale a Flying Species charging at him with its claws bared, using his spear.
There was no hesitation, no sound of screams. They simply charged, fought, and died.
Of course, fighting under orders was the same for his Beast Legion.
However, the beasts were undoubtedly living beings, and they had emotions.
"My control!!"
Gartin, shocked, shouted. His control over the entire Beast Legion was gradually weakening.
There was only one reason. The beasts were prioritizing survival over his orders.
In other words, they had begun to feel fear and terror toward their opponents.
"Will you let it end like this!"
Unleashing his mana, Gartin flew across the air toward the Oversized Species that was breaking through the beasts' formation.
Aiming his mana-infused spear, he pierced through its tough external carapace. The blow from the spear penetrated the Oversized Species' head and even pierced the ground beneath it.
"How, how could this be..."
However, the Oversized Species did not die instantly. For most species, the head where the brain resides would be a weak point, but the Legion Soldiers didn't even have a developed brain to begin with.
At that moment, three Higher Species escorting the Oversized Species charged at the bewildered Gartin with spears.
"How dare these mosquito-like things..!"
Enraged, he pulled out his spear and swung it like a windmill.
The Higher Species displayed a collaborative technique with agile movements, blocking his actions.
When two of them deflected his spear, the third would always stab at his blind spot with their spear.
Although his mana far exceeded the power core of the Higher Species, they fought him as if they were one entity, using formations to counter him.
"Oh ancient bugs of the land! Aid me once more!"
While Gartin was confident he could win, he realized that if this dragged on, his Legion would be annihilated, so he made a decisive move.
The battlefield shook as if an earthquake had occurred. While the Legion Soldiers, having detected the vibrations in advance, quickly moved out of the way, the Oversized Species near Gartin was ultimately overturned and crushed by the giant organism that emerged from the ground.
"Wipe them all out!"
The Deathworm that emerged from the ground was even larger than the one that had previously attacked the Allied Forces.
Smirking, Gartin flew in front of the Deathworm. This gigantic body would kill the enemies just by moving once.
"Primitive creatures like you won't even be able to pierce this one's external carapace..."
But at that moment, the massive shadow covering his body disappeared. Completely, as if it had been erased.
He turned around with a dumbfounded expression.
The Deathworm that had just been there, emerging from the ground, was now gone, leaving only a hole behind.
"Y-You can let go now. But are you sure you can handle it? It's so big."
"That's our main base, Oppa. A single larva like that isn't a problem. That guy, however, is."
Kang Do-Yeon landed on the ground, holding Shin Woo in her arms. In Shin Woo's hand was a cellphone that had just recorded the Deathworm.
"You... you human! You human bastard!!!!"
At least Gartin could sense that Shin Woo had done something, and his blue eyes burned with rage, angrier than ever.
"Now step back far away. The others will protect you."
"...Alright."
Kang Do-Yeon handed Shin Woo over to the Higher Species nearby and stood in front of Gartin.
In that fleeting moment, Gartin's spear flew toward her heart, tearing through the air.
"...!"
However, Kang Do-Yeon barely twisted her body to avoid the strike and swung her dark crimson flaming wings, cutting through the mana surrounding his body.
"A female with a human face and a monster's body!"
Gartin thrust his mana-covered spear again.
She twisted her body and extended her wings, and as their wings and spear clashed, they left a deep, long trace on the ground with an explosion.
"You're just like those human bastards. Needlessly flashy, immature, and young."
Although they exchanged blows, Gartin was one step faster. He sneered as he swung the spear shaft he had retrieved, striking her abdomen. The barrier shattered instantly.
The armor covering her stomach broke apart as she was flung back, and dark crimson bodily fluid splattered from her mouth.
"...How can she still stand?!"
However, Kang Do-Yeon immediately rose with terrifying eyes. Although she had taken a hit, unlike Cha Jiyeon or Ji Changhyun, she could instantly regenerate and rise even if her internal organs ruptured or her limbs broke.
And she felt no pain.
As long as she had the will to fight, she could fight anytime, a blessing given to her by the Legion.
"How dare you... How dare you, how dare you!!!"
Enraged by this unbelievable reality, Gartin shouted, but silence had already filled the surroundings.
"Is that all you've got, skeleton?"
"...And who are you?"
Instinctively recognizing the voice calling him, he clicked his beak and turned around.
Eve, her glowing eyes shining through the mask, dropped the head of a wolf beast she had been holding.
"You're the only one left now. Aside from those sent as specimens, I made sure to analyze the remaining ones as much as possible. Even if we return with nothing, knowledge will remain."
Eve spoke as she looked around. Gartin clicked his beak at the sight.
The Beast Legion was annihilated. Now, only the Legion Soldiers remained in the area. Moreover, the special species, the Sacred Tree, and the sticky secretion that had grown from the ground had formed flesh walls, covering the area and decomposing the beasts' corpses.
This area had already become part of the Legion.
"Draw your sword, Commander of the Legion. His skills are formidable, so the two of us will face him together."
Eve, moving her body, drew her sword. She handed a sword held by a nearby Higher Species to Kang Do-Yeon.
I'll kill you all and take your heads as evidence to report to the previous king.
Gartin sneered as he raised his spear, watching them.
"...!"
However, when Eve and Kang Do-Yeon simultaneously kicked the ground and swung their swords, Gartin, with wide eyes, stumbled as his severed wing bones fell.
'One more time.'
There was no need for words. No need for exchanged glances. They trusted their partner and didn't guard their backs.
They only attacked, looking forward. The spear thrust at Eve was deflected by Kang Do-Yeon, and the kick aimed at Kang Do-Yeon was blocked by Eve.
The clash of swords and spears, bones and flesh, created unbelievable sounds and shockwaves.
Gartin's attacks, executed with full power, were blocked perfectly without a single error, and the mana surrounding his body began to break.
Enraged, he swung his spear with all his might, but Eve, stepping on Kang Do-Yeon's back, leaped and dodged it. Performing an aerial flip, the inverted Eve's eyes met Gartin's terrified gaze up close.
"Guh..."
Finally, Eve's dark crimson flaming strike slashed deeply into Gartin's shoulder.
He was so focused on Eve for a moment that he didn't even realize Kang Do-Yeon, who had rolled on the ground, had cut his ankle.
Gartin's body collapsed as his ankle was severed.
Eve, landing as is, severed the arm holding the spear, and Kang Do-Yeon, who had rolled on the ground, knelt on one knee and used her sword to sever the remaining leg.
The collaborative technique that the two beings executed together now was a new technique devised by Eve, utilizing all the knowledge she had acquired so far.
This technique, thoroughly tailored to the human body and the resonance method, was created by Eve solely to teach Shin Woo.
'To be with him.'
Moreover, the reason this technique was deliberately completed as a collaborative technique was to fight together someday.
Gartin, who had lost all means of resistance, writhed on the ground.
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"..."
"It's amazing that you don't die even in that state, but I guess I'll have to have a serious talk with someone else."
Eve pulled out a ring that sparkled with light from the severed hand of the enemy commander.
At the same time, the glowing eyes of the burning skull went out. As expected, the movement of the skull in such a state was probably due to some special magical force.
There are no more enemies now. I subtly observed the situation and passed by the higher species surrounding me to approach Eve...
"Hey! Stop running away!"
As I took a step forward, Kang Do-Yeon shouted loudly at Eve, who was about to run away. Eve's steps came to an abrupt halt.
"You know, older brother, Eve is embarrassed right now."
"Th-that's not it!"
At Kang Do-Yeon's words, Eve, showing only the back of her head, reacted sharply. Seeing this, I grabbed Kang Do-Yeon's arm to stop her.
Embarrassed? That might be true, but I guessed Eve's emotions were a bit more complex than that.
"Rather than being embarrassed, I think she's just confused. Literally, our relationship is special compared to other units or players, and you're special too."
I deliberately said this while looking at the higher species next to me rather than at Eve. The long-haired female body in front of me was just the avatar Eve had shaped for herself as a Hive Mind, and her essence was actually present in all the Legion soldiers here.
"Special."
"We've shared every moment together. It's different from suddenly meeting others out of nowhere. And we're connected as one, inseparable."
I know that Eve's feelings of obsession toward me are far from simple affection or anything like that.
The kind of feelings that could only be understood as a mix of devout faith a believer has for their god, the trust and longing a child has for their parent, the affection between lovers—all combined into something no one else could comprehend or predict.
"...You're right. We are special."
Whether my persuasion worked or not, Eve, who had only shown the back of her head until now, muttered and slowly turned her body. Though her face was still covered by the mask, for the first time, our eyes met.
I slowly walked forward. Eve no longer avoided showing her body.
Her body, which was based on my younger sister's, had been continuously improved by her? So now, even the fine details of her appearance were clearly different.
I slowly reached out my hand. Eve did not avoid my touch.
With a faint sound, the mask began to fall off. I flinched slightly but continued to remove the mask.
Although I had secretly seen her in various forms before, this was the first time I was seeing her face beneath the mask.
Pale white skin appeared. Small, red lips and glowing red eyes.
"...Do you like it?"
Eve placed her hand on her chest and faintly smiled. We share emotions. The feelings I couldn't hide flowed directly into Eve.
"I've been watching you since you were in the cell puddle of the lowest layer of the deep labyrinth."
I nodded. The face Eve was showing me now was undeniably beautiful.
There was no reason to hide it. I genuinely liked it. It felt like the pride a parent might feel when seeing their self-made, excellent child.
[Time is almost up.]
However, we couldn't keep watching each other forever. The Legion soldiers who had surrounded and observed us began disappearing one by one. The time limit attached to the Unit Summon Ticket had activated.
"...Why, why are you like this?"
Then suddenly, Eve's eyes began to waver, and she started to fidget nervously.
In that moment of confusion, I firmly grabbed both of Eve's shoulders.
"Damn it! Just hug her! Like you did with me! So stop asking questions; my head is about to explode!"
Kang Do-Yeon suddenly shouted loudly at that moment.
However, I couldn't turn to look at her. Eve suddenly lunged at me, throwing herself into my arms.
The impact sent me sprawling to the ground. Eve, now sitting on top of me, her long hair cascading down, was smiling.
"We'll meet again soon. I'll devour the mages and open the gates."
"Oh...? Y-yeah. I guess so."
"When that time comes, we'll become one and be together forever."
Eve's eyes sparkled for a moment. A cold sweat ran down my back.
As expected, in Eve's perspective as part of the Legion, everything ultimately converged into that. Becoming one and achieving perfection together.
"If we become one, we'll be free from assassination authority and death. We'll grow even stronger."
"I won't reject it. I want your power too. But there's one thing you have to promise me."
Suppressing my nervousness, I gently stroked Eve's face. This situation, I had already anticipated. I knew Eve would react this way.
"I want you to always and forever remain the good Eve who listens to me."
"That's not hard. I've always been like that."
Eve nodded as if to say it was no big deal.
But in truth, that was a misunderstanding. I had never once made a request that Eve would refuse.
Of course, taming her would be something to do gradually in the future. For now, it was enough to simply give her satisfaction.
"Take care. We'll see each other often anyway."
With my final farewell, Eve's face, wrapped in light, gradually became transparent.
I sat up.
"Eve considered my feelings."
"...I'm sorry."
"From the beginning until now, everything has been my choice, and it will continue to be."
The only one left was Kang Do-Yeon. Yet, despite my apology, my younger sister, who was trying to remain composed, was also becoming transparent.
"Just as you fight, I fight too. So just focus on what's ahead."
She coldly pulled away the hand I was trying to grab and turned her back.
I know my younger sister's personality. I also know how much she had to endure to get to this point. So I couldn't say anything.
If it's a path she chose herself, there's no room for me to interfere.
"I want to tell Mom something, but I don't have anything right now."
"It's not like there's no way. So make sure to come back."
Hearing the voice suppressing something rising from within, I tightly shut my eyes.
At least there wasn't no hope. If Eve figured out the technique to cross the world's barrier, she could come over.
We could meet again then.
Although both my sister and I had changed in many ways, we both already knew that such things didn't matter.
"Take care."
In the end, Kang Do-Yeon, unable to hide her sniffles, left those words and disappeared.
Now, in this wasteland, I was left alone amidst the desolate traces. Like a dream, the Legion disappeared without leaving a single trace.
I turned my body absentmindedly.
"The immediate crisis is over, but it's just that—an immediate crisis. What happens to the Allied Forces now?"
[What matters more is the Legion's progress. Focus on how Eve, who has grown once again through her connection with you, will act. That way, when Eve opens the gate and appears on Earth, you can control whether she becomes an obedient child or a great catastrophe that destroys the entire Earth except for you. Isn't that why you're enduring this hardship?]
Letters appeared rapidly in response to my soliloquy.
It was all true. I had always thought that facing Eve was inevitable.
So I had to prepare for that moment.
"...Wow, but when will I get there?"
Looking at the endlessly spreading wasteland, I lowered my head. For now, I had to return to the encampment, but the road seemed daunting.
*
"W-what on earth happened?"
"...I don't know. Those monsters were not creatures of the Demon Realm. They were deeper and more horrifying... beings whose souls I couldn't even properly read."
At the site where the Main Allied Forces were annihilated.
The Kobold and Gnoll Allied Forces, who arrived later than the Beast Legion, were flustered by the desolate scene.
The awakened Former Demon King, Kaltas, quietly lifted his hood and touched the dried blood on the ground.
"I sent them back in a hurry, but nothing remained. Nothing. Only the corpses of our allies. Isn't this also the power of that 'game system'?"
The monstrous bird that served as his eyes had long been killed by the Legion's flying species with a poison stinger.
Thanks to that, all they knew was that their allies had been massacred by a mysterious monster horde. And that his loyal subordinate, Gartin, was completely dead.
In his mind, he recalled the image of the human who had single-handedly blocked the Beast Legion in the final moments.
"That can't be. The player said that even if those monsters you speak of were units, there would be no way to mass summon their units. Didn't they say there were no traces of dimensional magic? And what does it mean that not even corpses remain?"
"That's right... There were no signs of the large-scale magic that would have been required."
He slowly nodded.
'But there are indeed all sorts of grotesque skills. You never know.'
However, he did not let his guard down. Having realized how vast the universe was and how many possibilities existed, he tried not to remain a frog in a well.
"W-well, they've disappeared, so isn't that enough? The player is urging us to move on quickly."
The Kobold Great Chief, sensing the atmosphere, urged him.
The Kobold Player, Rozes, who was distracted elsewhere, failed to realize that the Legion Kaltas vaguely mentioned was the same group that had attacked him.
After all, it wasn't his units that had fought them.
"Before they send their troops again, attack Earth in reverse."
Kaltas executed the next plan. He sent the Kobold and Gnolls to Earth along with his troops, intending to intervene in other places where the battlefront was currently being maintained and break the balance.
A Legion Grows From My Smartphone - Chapter 91
Chapter 91
Episode 91 - Chaos and Hero (9)
"Is that a helicopter? Or is it some crazy monster bird or a monster bat?"
[It is indeed a helicopter.]
After wandering aimlessly through the wasteland for two days, I finally discovered an ally when I started to think it was becoming dangerous.
The helicopter seemed not to notice me, but that didn't matter. I just needed to make it see me.
I raised my sword and activated my power. Although I still lacked the strength to unleash it completely, the Secrets of Resonance Method allowed me to integrate other powers with my own and manifest them.
The energy absorbed from the ore gripped in my other hand flowed directly into the sword, igniting it in a crimson blaze.
Waving it wildly like a signal baton seemed to work.
[It seems they've noticed.]
Beyond the floating text, I could see the helicopter changing its course.
I lay down flat on the ground. Right now, I just wanted some cool water and warm food, leaving everything else aside.
"A transport vehicle will arrive soon! We have to continue our mission!"
"Thank you, thank you so much."
"No need to mention it. Everyone will rejoice in the hero's return!"
"...What? Wait, hold on!"
The site was noisy with the sound of the helicopter propeller.
The Japanese man, ignoring my request to wait, simply gave me a thumbs-up and climbed back into the helicopter.
I stood there dazed, holding only the transceiver and canteen he handed me, watching the helicopter take off again.
My mind was spinning. It wasn't because of the deafening sound of the propeller.
"They probably didn't think I'd survive. But it seems there's some misunderstanding."
[Think about it again. From their perspective, not knowing the truth, how would your actions have appeared?]
"...Ah, damn it."
I finally realized and slammed the ground in frustration.
At the time, my only thought was to buy time and save people. To do so, I needed to summon the Legion, but I couldn't let people see the Legion.
That was all I had in mind. So, I stayed behind and sent the people ahead.
The problem was how it looked to the people who witnessed it. It was a scene anyone would misunderstand.
"I... I didn't do it on purpose."
[You know well enough... but the issue is that others won't see it that way. A devastating loss, annihilation, despair, and sorrow. Amid all that, a miraculous story emerges. It's natural for attention to focus on it.]
"I'm doomed."
In the distance, the sound of a military vehicle engine roared as it approached urgently.
Thinking about it, it was strange that a military vehicle was coming to pick me up. I had only participated as a mere mercenary.
"Mr. Kang Shin-Woo. I am Operations Staff... No, just call me Brigadier General Sung Jin-Woo from the 32nd Corps of the Allied Forces."
"Ah... Yes, Brigadier General."
When I saw the single star on the bulletproof helmet of the middle-aged man who got out of the car, I knew my guess was correct.
"Get in. During these difficult times, the news of your survival is one of the few pieces of good news we have."
He personally escorted me to the back seat of the vehicle.
Even though it felt burdensome, I couldn't refuse. For some reason, the sergeant in the driver's seat had sparkling eyes.
"Thanks to you, Mr. Kang Shin-Woo, those who returned alive are all speaking in unison, and the story has already spread everywhere. It's probably reached Earth by now."
"...I suppose so."
It was an unprecedented alliance of nations worldwide, transcending formations, religions, and ideologies. As such, the Allied Forces were a source of pride for Earthlings and a symbol of unity.
The achievements of the Allied Forces were headline news for the entire Earth. Their victories were Earth's victories, and their defeats were Earth's defeats.
"In such a dire situation... a ray of hope."
He took out a tablet. Displayed on it was a single blurry, shaky photo.
It was a picture of a massive battle between the Legion and the enemies.
"So please, tell us the truth. The only data the military has is this single photo, taken and transmitted by the reconnaissance helicopter just before it was shot down...!"
His eyes, both serious and desperate, looked into mine as he held my hand.
I grabbed hold of my scattered thoughts, reeling from the shock, and pieced my rationality back together.
It wasn't exposed. At least, the fact that the military only had this messy photo seemed true.
"Actually, it's true that I intended to bury them with the remaining shells and explosives."
I began to calmly lie. If I were the ordinary college student I used to be, I wouldn't have been able to say a word in this situation. But I had experienced too much in the past few months.
"But suddenly, they appeared. Do you know what they are?"
"To be honest, I'm not sure. They just look like monsters."
"Even I, who saw them directly, don't know. All I could do was quickly flee."
The words flowed smoothly. The Legion suddenly appeared as strange monsters. I simply fled and watched them fight amongst themselves, and so on.
What could they do if they didn't believe me? There was no evidence anyway.
Above all, with the sudden gathering of beasts and strange skeletons wielding spears, it wasn't unbelievable that the monsters were fighting among themselves.
"But people..."
"I will also be honest with the people. I know what you're worried about, Brigadier General. Still, trust me. It's better to reveal the truth than to lie."
I gave a bitter smile at the hint of disappointment on the Brigadier General's face.
From their perspective, it was unfortunate that this wasn't the birth of a powerful hero but merely a coincidence.
However, even after arriving at the encampment and announcing the truth to the people, their reactions didn't change.
"In any case, you're going to keep fighting, right?"
"Y-Yes."
"Then that's enough. You're already a hero. That's what everyone thinks. In fact, they might like it even more, knowing you stepped forward despite not having transcendental strength."
Robert approached me, who was flustered, and smiled broadly.
*
"Quickly..."
"Open the gate! Open the gate!"
Late in the evening, the city's soldiers, who had been maintaining an unassailable defense, moved busily.
The castle walls were, in fact, relics of the past. However, these relics had become a significant bulwark, protecting them now.
"Report to the higher-ups that Austin Schultz, a Continental Assembly Member, and Reina, a Research Magician from Blakel, have gathered the Defense Forces. And open the gate immediately! We need to head to Menas!"
"Ah, understood!"
The officer, who had rushed over, turned and sprinted back at full speed in response to Austin's command.
In that fleeting moment, Austin and Reina gulped down the water brought by the soldiers.
"What on earth were those things?"
"...No matter how much I think about it, I don't know. Were they really Demons of Destruction? They're so different from the records."
At Reina's words, Austin clicked his tongue.
They gathered the survivors and pursued the Detached Force where Rozes was supposed to be.
And there, they witnessed the annihilation of the Detached Force led by Rozes.
'Dozens, hundreds of such things?'
Austin shuddered at the thought that the Higher Species he fought wasn't alone.
'And those black wings...'
He was horrified at the existence of something seemingly stronger than the Higher Species.
The only reason they managed to reach this point undetected was that all the enemies, including those they had seen, had suddenly disappeared during their all-out offensive.
"Councilor! It's confirmed. Vice Leader Rozes Leblanc is currently in Menas!"
"Hmm. So he fled one step ahead, after all!"
As they headed toward the City Hall, where the Gate was located, they received the news they had inquired about. Austin gritted his teeth.
Above all else, Rozes, who had volunteered for the Detached Force, fleeing alone at the moment of crisis, was inexcusable.
"Don't be too angry. He'll surely be held accountable."
Now, Reina even had to calm his anger.
They soon arrived at the Gate. The city's mayor, elected by the Continental Assembly, bowed before Austin.
"Councilor, why don't you take a rest before proceeding..."
"Silence. The continent's fate is at stake; there's no time to hesitate. Open the Gate immediately."
As Austin frowned, the mayor flinched and unnecessarily urged the city's magicians.
Soon, the magic stones installed with massive mirror-like equipment absorbed mana, turned blue, and began to vibrate.
'Convincing the councilor was truly a stroke of genius.'
Reina sighed in relief at how smoothly things were progressing.
No matter how much a mere Research Magician shouted, no one would have listened. But the words of a current Continental Assembly Member carried weight.
"Ahem. Let's go quickly."
Soon, the Blue Veil unfolded before their eyes. Austin tapped his staff on the ground and led the way to the Gate.
"Let's stop for now. You must go, but you need to come with us, Councilor."
However, his steps halted after just a few paces.
From within the veil they were about to enter, several people were walking out. Over ten robust men and women dressed in black uniforms.
Seeing them, Reina's face turned pale.
"The Vice Leader of Blakel Academy, Rozes Leblanc, has accused you all. Please cooperate for the investigation."
The blonde-haired man at the front held up a document to show them.
"Accused? Wasn't it he who abandoned the mission and fled? How dare he shamelessly..."
Austin, enraged, flared his robe and pointed accusingly.
"Let's discuss the details there. Take him."
However, they remained unmoved.
As a pair of men and women approached him, Austin gritted his teeth, shook off their hands, and walked into the veil on his own.
"We don't have time for this! The horrifying creatures crawling out of the Labyrinth..."
"We are aware of that, but how rude of a mere Research Mage. Are you defying an Investigator? Right now, uncovering corruption is more important than those trivial monsters."
"T-Trivial?!"
A sword was blatantly pointed at Reina's neck, who was on the verge of exploding with anger.
In the end, even Reina was captured and taken beyond the veil. Left behind in the storm-ravaged City Hall were only the city officials nervously watching the scene.
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"...I don't know about other things, but that Rozes also needs to be investigated. He violated the strict military law and ran away."
"Of course, if the councilor accuses the Vice Leader, we will investigate him."
Austin, who was subjected to an investigation without detention, was confined to his residence.
The Investigator treated him, a current councilor, politely, courteously, and formally.
Formality meant that common sense was applied, but in other words, it was truly stale and dragged on endlessly.
Austin realized that the purpose of the accusations against him was precisely that.
"Arbitrary and irrational command, violation of peacetime regulations, bribery... I could endure all that. But a sex scandal?! Now that's... My grandchild is entering the academy this year!"
"But since a key witness has come forward, we must investigate."
The problem was that the accusations against Austin were not just one or two.
Seeing the Investigator's indifferent look, Austin collapsed into his chair as if his strength had left him.
Vice Leader Rozes Leblanc was not stupid. He mobilized every means to make his move.
Austin realized that, in addition to Rozes, opposition councilors who had clashed with him were also involved in his accusations.
By an unfortunate coincidence, he had assumed the role of Supreme Commander of the Defense Corps and, regardless of the enemy he faced, ultimately lost 10,000 troops and was defeated. Politically, it meant he was in a very unfavorable position.
"The monsters we faced must never be underestimated! Other survivors will testify, but they are monsters that devour the world!"
"I did receive reports. Indeed, if they could defeat 10,000 Defense Corps members, they must be truly bizarre monsters."
"...This is an undeniable fact."
Although he noticed the Investigator's inner thoughts — 'Aren't you just exaggerating the enemy to cover up your defeat?' — Austin swallowed his pride and sincerely warned him.
Through the communication network, news had reached even here in the Center, but compared to the hellscape at the Frontier, the Center's attitude was lukewarm.
"Aren't they just primitive beasts? Of course, the Vice Leader was defeated, but he blamed it not on the monsters' strength but on the lack of training and weak will among the troops. He said the elite Central Army wouldn't lose."
The Investigator's reaction was the average response.
No matter how much Austin, who had faced them directly, explained the power of the Over-sized Species and Higher Species, it was dismissed as the excuses of a defeated general.
'Foolish... They will find out soon enough, but by then, many lives will have already been sacrificed. The old ones have become wicked snakes engrossed in power struggles, and the young ones who don't know the fierce times have become arrogant, indulged in peace.'
Austin clicked his tongue and shook his head. True chaos is unknown until experienced.
And now, that chaos was undoubtedly approaching.
"Let's just wait and see. And didn't you say those monsters originated from the Ancient Labyrinth, and that the Vice Leader of Blakel knew about it but covered it up?"
"That's right. Do you think I'm lying about that just to avoid responsibility for my defeat?"
"Oh, no. That's not what I mean, councilor."
The Investigator, waving his hands, smirked. Then he personally poured tea and handed it to him.
"It's just that the source of that testimony isn't you, councilor, but that Research Mage Reina... Couldn't she have deceived you with some nonsense 'lies'?"
He subtly gestured with his eyes. Seeing that, Austin closed his eyes in despair. He instinctively knew what might be happening to Reina, who was likely detained at the Investigation Headquarters.
"Let's talk again."
A dim underground interrogation room. No, it was closer to something else than a proper interrogation room. After all, the room with the interrogation sign was located separately above.
"What exactly happened?"
"...Vice Leader Rozes of Blakel ignored the plea of a Moonlight Fairy survivor boy who came out of the Labyrinth seeking help, colluded with the Head of the Research Lab, and killed him for personal research. He attacked and imprisoned me for witnessing this and concealed the truth about the monsters crawling out of the Labyrinth."
Water dripped from Reina's soaked blonde hair and sharp nose. Despite her pale face trembling and her teeth chattering, she repeated the testimony she had already given dozens of times.
"Hmm, it's been a while since I've seen such a fierce little girl."
"Mmph..."
At the Investigator's command, her head was plunged back into the icy puddle.
Her frail body, firmly restrained and pressed down by rough men, convulsed violently, but they didn't pull her out until two minutes had passed.
"Urgh... Ugh!"
Two minutes later, when she was pulled out, she vomited water. Her trembling worsened, and her eyes were almost unfocused.
She had endured hours of continuous water torture. Most people would have surrendered by now.
"Now, shall we try again?"
"V-Vice Leader Rozes of Blakel..."
But even as she spat out water, Reina repeated the same words. Even the Investigator, skilled in such brutal interrogations, clicked his tongue in amazement at her resilience.
"But you know, no one cares about a mere Research Mage like you, right? Hang her up. Let's make sure she spits out every drop of water left in her organs."
However, the Investigator, who had received a directive, had a specific answer he needed to hear.
Reina's soaked body, unable to regain her senses, was tied by her ankles and hung upside down. Her face turned red as blood rushed to her head.
Her skirt, which had reached her shins, flipped over, exposing her underwear, but there was no time to worry about such things.
"I didn't want to touch such a pretty face, though."
The men, following the Investigator's orders, brought large clubs. Through her blurred vision, Reina saw the clubs being raised above her body.
*
"Why don't you calm down and stay composed, Vice Leader of Blakel? Even the Conference Leader has stepped in to help."
"...Do you think I can stay calm in this situation?!"
"I don't understand what you're so worried about."
While Austin was under house arrest and Reina was being tortured in the underground interrogation room of the Investigation Headquarters.
Rozes, who had accused them both, was also in an uncomfortable situation.
"Senator Schultz is already a defeated general, and all sorts of suspicions have erupted at once. That Research Mage Reina could just be killed during the interrogation or framed and executed. You'll have to take responsibility for the defeat, but is that really enough to make you so anxious?"
"It's more complicated than that!"
Rozes, who had been pacing the carpet nonstop, eventually shouted in frustration.
The man addressing him, leisurely seated in a chair, was a young man with brilliant silver hair. His golden eyes gleamed.
"Complicated? What is?"
"Those monsters... must never be underestimated."
"Really? When you testified, you spat out that they were nothing special. Did they perhaps look like units to you?"
His lips curled into a smirk. Seeing that, Rozes involuntarily broke into a cold sweat.
From the beginning, it was he who had recognized Rozes as a player and approached him first. After confirming that their worlds did not overlap, it was also he who first extended a hand for an alliance.
"I'm not sure... Anyway, 'you people' can tell just by looking, can't you?"
"Indeed. The Divine Authority obtained through His blood grants us foresight, allowing us to see what others cannot."
He was a unit. And quite a powerful one at that.
Others might not know, but Rozes was aware that they had secretly massacred nearly a thousand people across the continent, claiming they were competing units.
'The youngest Chairperson of the Continental Assembly is a unit, and with the entire continent effectively in his hands, there's no way others can resist.'
Rozes, known for his pride, acknowledged that this was one of the few individuals who could crush that pride.
Lost in thought, he absentmindedly ran his hand through his silver hair and muttered.
"I'll have to see for myself."
"If they are units? Aren't you being too relaxed?"
"Do you think we'll lose? The entire continent is with us. Besides, according to reports from the frontlines, those monsters disappeared all at once."
"That's..."
Rozes fell silent. The monsters had suddenly disappeared. The monsters that had been rampaging endlessly.
If their rampage had continued any longer, they wouldn't even be able to have this leisurely conversation.
'What on earth?!'
This left Rozes in a very ambiguous position, unable to determine whether this was an opportunity or a crisis.
"Still, it's better to deal with it quickly, just in case. Who knows how much stronger those monsters could become if given time."
"That's a valid point, but since we have the chance, we should ensure internal discipline as well."
Rozes was impatient, but he remained composed, relying on the Divine Authority bestowed upon him by the player.
By using that authority combined with his own abilities, they grew stronger as time passed. Time was on their side.
That was his belief.
However, they were not the only ones that grew stronger with time. And at a pace beyond imagination.
The problem was that they didn't know this, or rather, couldn't even imagine it.
The world was vast, and they were ultimately nothing more than frogs in a well. They had fallen into the same arrogance and complacency that the Former Demon King Kaltas had so strongly warned against.
"This is an opportunity to eliminate opposition like Austin and take over the entire council. You should focus on the Guild side."
"...Understood."
"Don't worry about that woman exposing your corruption. She can be killed during interrogation or executed after being framed."
He, whose radical nature even Rozes found intimidating, leisurely refilled his teacup.
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"..."
Since childhood, she had admired wizards. Magic was the very foundation they had developed.
Magic was a miraculous power that twisted the laws of nature. At the same time, it was a force of justice that made humans more perfect.
As anyone in this world would wish, she worked hard, gained recognition for her talent, and learned magic.
While learning magic, she came to know how the former mages had fought valiantly in their homeland and strived to save people.
Thus, she was immensely proud—proud to be a mage and proud to be their descendant.
However, the reality she gradually faced was a bit different. The elders who had once endured those fierce battlefields invested their sharp combat senses into politics upon arriving in a safer world.
The newly emerging younger generation inherently carried arrogance because, in this land where the Destruction Fungus had been driven out, there was no one left to 'compete' with them.
In this peaceful and prosperous new world, where there were no rivals to fiercely compete for survival, the mages, who monopolized all power, were simultaneously developing and progressing, yet slowly stagnating and decaying.
They believed they were moving on the right path and that the world was advancing, but that was not the reality.
"Reina of Blakel... No, now that you've been expelled, you're just a mere criminal. Under the newly revised Academic Mage Corruption Special Law, you will be executed as an example."
The door to the torture chamber, still reeking of a sizzling smell, opened, and an investigator, appearing blurry and upside down, held a document and recited her charges while she hung upside down. Naturally, it was a verdict fabricated with coerced confessions and false evidence.
Her parched lips, too weak to speak anymore, made no sound.
In the end, she quietly closed her eyes.
No matter how much she resisted, she couldn't even leave a scratch on the wall of reality. Instead, only she suffered.
She, who had proudly raised her voice and acted for the noble cause of magic and righteous justice, was trampled like this.
'I am...'
However, her spirit had not yet collapsed.
Once a mage who admired and took pride in humanity, which had boldly stood against magic and the successors of the Dragonkins, Reina now harbored only emptiness, disappointment, and hatred in her heart.
Even as her body, hanging upside down, was finally released and dragged to the guillotine, it was the same.
If her vocal cords hadn't been torn from screaming and if she had the strength, she would have cursed them all.
All she could do now was emit her hatred through her gaze. Having lost all trust in the society and mages she had once believed in, she was already half out of her mind.
"But Investigator, even if she's been expelled, she's still an Academic Mage. Isn't it too much to publicly execute her with petty criminals?"
"I don't know. It's the higher-ups' orders."
They dragged Reina out of the investigation headquarters and to a place where criminals were publicly executed or punished.
Reina saw the guillotine. Beneath it lay rolling heads and bodies being disposed of.
Public executions like this were originally reserved for heinous criminals such as murderers or rapists. For someone like her to be executed here, namelessly and in a quick decisive manner, was abnormal.
"Ugh."
The body of an unknown man was cleared away, and her broken, scorched, and battered body was placed directly onto the guillotine. Her eyes weren't even covered.
'Why...'
What would likely be her last sight was the faces of people jeering and mocking her.
They didn't know who she was or what wrong she had committed.
They didn't realize that the message she had genuinely tried to convey was meant to save their lives.
"Execute her!"
At the moment the order was given, a single tear fell from her eyes, which she thought had dried up.
"Ah."
Then, in that moment, amidst the crowd, she saw a pair of red eyes staring directly at her. At the sight of those eyes, she involuntarily sighed.
The face of the woman with the shining red eyes was swiftly covered by a black mask.
*
"Why on earth?"
When Eve returned after a brief meeting with Shin Woo.
She tilted her head in confusion.
The reason was the humans' attitude. Since she had invested all her remaining forces into Shin Woo, Eve had prepared for the possibility of the humans regrouping and attacking the nest.
She had even drafted dozens of defensive plans, such as collapsing the ground.
But the humans didn't move at all.
"There's no movement from them. They must be plotting something."
"...Do you really think so?"
Even as Eve simulated tens of thousands of hypotheses simultaneously, she couldn't grasp the situation.
However, Kang Do-Yeon, who was beside her, smirked.
She knew humans better than Eve did.
While Eve had analyzed and understood humans, it was impossible to truly know such a complex species with intricate forms and cultures just through study.
"I think they just haven't decided yet. Maybe it's due to conflicting opinions or a lack of information."
"That's a ridiculous opinion. They have advanced social organizations and governance systems and sufficient skills to utilize them. If they lack information, they should prioritize gathering it in some way. Even the Moonlight Fairies, who lived in those poor caves, managed that much."
"The only groups capable of immediately producing such rational, systematic, and calculated results are us—or robots."
Kang Do-Yeon scoffed. Eve, despite looking down on and dismissing humans as primitive and inefficient, actually held them in the highest regard.
"...Did they really do nothing?"
Eve's voice hardened.
It was a voice tinged with deep anger. Of course, obtaining the Gate and killing humans to extract related technologies would be good.
But at the same time, she was greatly disappointed by the pathetic appearance of those who were supposed to be her rivals and adversaries, providing her with the materials and trials necessary for her growth.
"Useless trash."
"But we still don't know if there's some reason behind it."
"I hope there is."
Eve, rising from the throne, began calculating again. Kang Do-Yeon stood silently, watching her.
"It seems to be due to a lack of information. Something must be happening. Perhaps it's related to the unit or player we observed last time. If they've noticed our identity, there must be some movement."
Eve quickly made a decision. It was true that information was lacking. They had been cautious with their movements, so they hadn't sent scouts deep inland, near places like the Main Sanctuary Menas.
The information obtained by eavesdropping on the frontier or interrogating prisoners had time lags and limitations.
"So, should we send scouts deeper in?"
"We should. And this time, we'll attempt a rather special reconnaissance."
For a moment, Eve's eyes gleamed. Kang Do-Yeon flinched, sensing her intent.
"There's someone here who knows humans better than anyone else and can perfectly disguise themselves for high-level reconnaissance."
"I'm completely different from those people! I'm just a foreigner—or rather, an otherworlder!"
"What does that matter? You're the same human species, and your appearance is identical. Just sneak in and listen to their conversations."
Flustered by Eve's pointing finger, Kang Do-Yeon waved her hands frantically, but Eve had already made her calculations.
She truly intended to infiltrate Kang Do-Yeon into the center of the enemy camp, the Continental Capital Menas.
"Go and observe meticulously. See if humans are really that foolish and frustrating. I don't think so. Humans have their own strengths, just as I have mine. I would never underestimate that."
The Hive Mind's will was resolute. Kang Do-Yeon ultimately had no choice but to comply with the order.
After all, she herself knew that Eve's plan was rational.
"...What will you do if they disappoint you?"
Preparing to depart, Kang Do-Yeon spread her wings and casually asked. Eve, gazing blankly at the sky, smiled faintly.
Then, raising her arm, she pointed in all directions.
"The minimum expansion I initially calculated is nearing completion. Moreover, there are countless gains from there. I'll crush, break, and devour everything in one fell swoop."
The Legion's Nest had never stopped and continued to engulf the surrounding area.
The expansion, which had faced no proper interference, was already nearing its end. Once the target was reached, the endless surge of large-scale troops could clear away all obstacles.
Eve's plan was to clean this world thoroughly and then slowly, perfectly devour it all.
"...I'll be back."
Imagining that spectacle in her mind, Kang Do-Yeon cast aside her doubts, soared into the sky, and swiftly crossed the air.
Meanwhile, as Reina's party was captured and taken to Menas for interrogation.
Kang Do-Yeon took advantage of the night to land in the nearby forest of Menas, attempting to disguise herself by transforming her body.
When she emerged from the forest again, she was no longer the grotesque figure clad in black wings and a grotesque carapace but a woman wearing the modest clothing typical of women in this area.
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'Where is the Continental Assembly?'
Kang Do-Yeon, who had been extremely tense, was now casually looking around and walking through the streets of the downtown area.
Contrary to her blatant prejudice against this primitive Otherworld, the people were rational and polite even by Earth's standards, and the luminous stone-illuminated advanced street was both quaint and beautiful, even when compared to Earth's streets.
She absentmindedly tapped the neatly paved brick floor with her foot.
Come to think of it, being among so many humans like this was her first time since joining the Legion.
However, one thing bothered her.
"Exotic and beautiful lady. Are you perhaps lost?"
"...Pardon?"
"Your beautiful red eyes are just like the perfect mana stone, the Flame Ruby... Gah!"
The young man, who reeked of alcohol and had suddenly struck up a conversation with her, was struck on the head by someone who seemed to be his companion and collapsed on the spot.
"I apologize. That fool has a young child at home, but whenever he drinks, he can't help but fawn over pretty women."
The companion, who was supporting the staggering man, apologized while scanning her up and down. Flustered, she simply nodded.
"By the way... Do you actually need any help?"
"May I ask you something?"
Calming herself, Kang Do-Yeon decided to take this opportunity to confirm a few things.
"Do you know anything about the events happening in the southwest right now?"
He, dressed in plain attire, was the epitome of an ordinary citizen. If he knew, it meant others probably knew as well.
Erasing her expression and putting on a fake smile, Kang Do-Yeon directly asked him about the Legion.
"I've heard about it."
He nodded readily in affirmation.
"Something came out of that old pit, right? I heard several people died in the Frontier because of it. So they sent the military?"
"...Is that all? Have you heard that the military was defeated?"
"The military lost..? I didn't know that. Well, the high-ranking individuals will take care of it."
Kang Do-Yeon, her expression stiffening slightly, spoke in a somewhat cold voice, but he, oblivious, muttered nonchalantly while scratching his head.
'Idiots.'
In her mind, she could hear Eve mocking this entire spectacle they were sharing.
Kang Do-Yeon felt a sense of denial. It was as if her lingering hope or expectations for humanity had been betrayed. She hadn't expected it to be this bad. At the very least, she thought they would be aware.
"Anyway, miss. You seem to be from outside, but you shouldn't wander around here alone at this hour."
"...Because of drunkards?"
"No? The world has changed a lot lately, and for us ordinary folks, if a man so much as lays a finger on a woman, his hand could get cut off."
He chuckled, looking at the companion he was supporting.
"But there's Heaven Beyond Heaven. The investigators who reign above the law. Be careful. If you get targeted by an investigator, even if you're innocent, you'll end up guilty by some miracle—or should I say magic. There are many investigators who take liberties with women, trusting in that. Especially someone young and beautiful like you."
As he walked away, he left her with a heartfelt warning. She stared blankly at his retreating figure.
It wasn't that she took his warning to heart. Rather, she immediately concluded that it would be better to use it.
"If they're in such a high position, they must know more. Like what decisions the Continental Assembly has made."
After glancing around for a moment, she wandered deeper into the streets. Of course, she had heard a scary warning, but it wasn't as bad as to make her stop.
At least in this bustling area, there weren't any lunatics who would suddenly pick a fight just because she was wandering around.
But it's easy to create a justification.
She spotted a man who seemed to have had a drink, staggering along with his companions. The uniform he wore and the authority that made people avoid him.
He was the investigator she was looking for.
'Are you really going to do it?'
"There's no reason to delay."
With a sudden burst of momentum that even surprised Eve, Kang Do-Yeon suddenly began running with all her might.
Directly toward them.
"What the... Gah!"
Hearing the sudden sound of rapid footsteps from behind, the man, his face flushed with drunkenness, turned his head slightly, only to be knocked to the ground by a sudden impact.
"Chief Investigator!"
"Chief Investigator! Are you alright?"
The investigators beside him panicked and rushed to his aid.
Of course, as someone who had trained his mana, he was unharmed.
The drunkenness dulled any pain, and he stood up with a bewildered expression.
"W-What's going on?"
"This woman dared to slander the Chief Investigator!"
A junior investigator twisted her arm behind her back and restrained her, presenting her before him.
He swallowed dryly for a moment. The small, pale face beneath the rare, jet-black hair and the red eyes captivated his attention.
"I-I'm sorry. I didn't see where I was going and ended up offending the noble Chief Investigator..."
Trembling and on the verge of tears, she repeatedly bowed her head while being held. Finally understanding the situation, he smirked.
"I'll do whatever it takes to apologize..."
"Oh, is that so? You'll do whatever it takes to apologize."
In the end, he took the bait without a moment's hesitation. Stroking her trembling cheek, he grinned as he took her from the junior investigator.
"Ahem. You all can leave now and don't be late for work tomorrow."
He sent his subordinates away.
Then, without any hesitation, he grabbed her arm and led her to a nearby inn.
"Gah! Aaaah!"
Of course, the moment they entered the soundproofed room of the high-end inn, his hand was severed, and before he could even scream, his neck was gripped by the blackened hand of a monster.
"Thanks to you, my hatred for humans has grown even stronger, you trash. What kind of man does this to a girl young enough to be his daughter?"
Throwing him down and strangling him, Kang Do-Yeon sneered bitterly. She had prepared a backup plan in case this didn't work, but the middle-aged investigator, overwhelmed by lust, fell into the trap instantly.
"You..."
"Spit out everything you know."
Kang Do-Yeon's red eyes glowed. The omnipotent cell within her transformed into an infection fungus and burrowed into his neck through her hand.
As the black veins gradually spread, he experienced excruciating pain that was on a completely different level from waterboarding, beating, or branding with hot irons, causing him to convulse and soil himself.
Of course, the infection fungus, which had taken control of his body, even prevented him from screaming, forcing him to endure all the pain in silence.
'Hmm, Rozes? Austin? Reina?'
During this process, Kang Do-Yeon and Eve learned the entire story. Of course, they didn't know that Rozes was a player or about the existence of another unit, but it was enough to grasp the overall situation.
'Disappointing.'
Naturally, Eve was enraged.
The fact that humans seemed to be self-destructing due to internal strife meant there was nothing more to gain from them.
"So, what now? Should we return?"
Kang Do-Yeon rose from the corpse of the dead investigator. Eve had already decided on the course of action, so there was no reason to stay here any longer.
'...That woman, she's going to be executed.'
"That woman named Reina? How unfortunate."
Kang Do-Yeon muttered blankly, kicking the corpse of the dead investigator.
She didn't feel particularly moved. After all, Eve planned to kill all humans anyway, so whether Reina died now or later at the hands of the Legion, it made no difference.
'The image I hoped for in humanity is precisely that. Unyielding will, struggle, spirit.'
"It's ironic that the target is of the same race. Honestly, that woman is remarkable. Waterboarding? Being hung upside down and beaten? If it were the old me, I could never endure that. And she's only 19, having just come of age."
'Will that woman resent her own kind?'
"...Isn't it obvious?"
The investigator had confessed everything, including how he tortured Reina, how much she endured, and how he laughed while recounting it to his colleagues.
The horror of it was enough to make even Kang Do-Yeon's face harden.
'Legion Commander, what is our strength?'
At that moment, Eve suddenly asked an unexpected question.
Kang Do-Yeon flinched as she gazed out the window at the dawning sky, having lost track of time while torturing and extracting information.
"Absorbing and evolving."
'That's right. We can take others' strengths and make them our own. The strengths of humanity, their will, and mental flexibility. Although these aren't physical attributes, we might be able to utilize them as well.'
Watching the investigator dissolve into a puddle under the infection fungus, leaving only traces behind, Kang Do-Yeon shuddered at Eve's words.
'Hatred. One of the strongest emotions. What would happen if human will, driven by hatred, manifested against humanity itself? It's something I've been envisioning for a while, and now a suitable experiment subject has appeared. Go to the execution grounds immediately. Let's see her. I'll judge for myself after seeing those eyes. This is a kind of experiment.'
Eve issued the next command. So, Kang Do-Yeon headed straight to the execution corner of the city where the vicious criminals were executed.
There, she met Reina. On the guillotine, her deep and hollow eyes staring at the crowd.
'She seems... valuable. Certainly incomparable to other human bastards.'
And Eve, after seeing those eyes, concluded that there was potential.
Since the Hive Mind's command had been issued, there was no reason to hesitate. The moment the guillotine blade fell, Kang Do-Yeon ceased her camouflage and drew upon her strength.
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At the moment of execution. Instinctively, at the very moment she realized that the heavy and massive blade was falling on her neck.
In a sensation as if time was flowing slowly, Reina was flung away without even having the chance to scream from the intense wind pressure and shockwave.
The last thing she saw was undoubtedly the mask of the black monster.
"What the..."
"Argh!"
Screams echoed from all directions.
Flung from the shattered guillotine, Reina writhed on the ground like a bug.
Her limbs, with severed tendons, and her wrecked body no longer moved as she wished. All she could barely manage was to turn her head to see what was happening now.
'What is this.'
She was horrified by the spectacle unfolding before her eyes.
In the chaos of the scene, a pair of black feathered wings imbued with dark crimson aura were being swung around.
The dark crimson aura soon turned into slashes and was fired in all directions. The execution grounds, once filled with the frenzy of excitement and madness, were instantly engulfed in fear.
People screamed and ran, and many had already become corpses.
"Catch, catch it!"
One knight guarding the execution grounds, unaware of his limits, charged forward. A long leg covered in black armor stretched out, kicking the knight's upper body, shattering his breastplate, and sending him flying while spraying blood.
Only then did Reina fully take in the appearance of 'that,' no, 'her,' who was undoubtedly a young woman.
'She's looking at me. Why?'
The gleaming eyes beyond the mask met her blue eyes directly.
Reina couldn't understand. Why was this monster looking at her? In her current state, abandoned and betrayed, she was no better than a bug.
"Ah..."
But the monster reached out her hand and gently touched Reina's trembling face.
Reina didn't realize that through that touch, infection fungus had penetrated her body.
At the same time, her wounds began to heal, and the pain started to subside. For the first time, the infection fungus, which had only been used to torture humans, was now being used to heal one.
'Do you want to live?'
"...!!!"
And at that moment.
Reina shuddered at the will of a transcendental being echoing in her mind.
"Move now!"
"Attack! It's an attack!!"
The Continental Capital Menas was thrown into chaos.
An intruder had appeared and started wreaking havoc in the Holy City, a place that had until now never allowed the intrusion of anything worthy of being called an enemy, a source of pride for its people.
"What on earth is that monster!"
"Don't just stand there in shock, move, Captain of the Guard!"
But this was the center of the continent and the very heart of magic.
In other words, this was a place where the continent's battle power was concentrated, and where wizards were more common than pebbles on the roadside, so the response was swift.
"Get away, monster!"
Toward the enemy being bombarded with magic attacks hurriedly cast by the wizards in the air, a large knight clad in gleaming silver armor leaped onto the roof with all his might.
His name was Rark. His position was the Captain of the Royal Guard protecting Menas.
His skills were among the best of the knights. The sword he wielded glowed blue and soon became a bolt of lightning that struck down.
"Tch! You blocked this?!"
A massive shockwave echoed in the air. Squinting at the vibrating sword, he frowned as he saw the black wings that had crossed to block his sword.
"Ugh..."
Of course, there was no real damage, but since he couldn't fly, the wings spread, and he was pushed back, flailing in midair before falling to the ground.
"Prepare the Mystic Cannon..."
"What's the use of that! It's already flown off in another direction!"
The moment Rark landed on the ground with a thud, the wizards on the ground, in their haste, could do little more than haphazardly cast magic, stumbling and panicking.
Moreover, they couldn't match its mobility. Before the wizards could do anything, the enemy had already crossed the sky and reached the opposite side of the city in an instant.
As if its goal was to stir up the entire city.
"So, we need to bring it down first."
"Conference Leader, there's no need for you to step in personally..."
"If I don't step in during such a critical moment, then when should I?"
At that moment, an old man with a hunched and frail figure, draped in a robe and leaning on a staff, stepped outside with his disciples and looked up at the sky.
"I don't know what kind of monster it is, but it's utterly arrogant."
The old man's eyes gleamed as he raised his staff and moved his mana.
"Of all places, it dares to enter Menas alone. Do you know how many conference leaders are here right now?"
As he swung his staff, the flow of air around them suddenly changed.
That flow turned into a fierce storm. The strongest magic used by a Guild's conference leader who specialized in controlling wind.
The enemy, who had been enduring with the power of Formative Power, eventually couldn't withstand the whirlwind and landed on the roof of a nearby five-story building.
"Fire!"
Immediately, a concentrated bombardment from the waiting wizards followed.
The enemy, surrounded by black wings that roughly blocked the bombardment strong enough to destroy the building, once again kicked the ground and leaped over the structures.
"Do you think you can escape?"
The knights blocked its path again. Gone was their initial panic; now, they seemed confident, as if they believed they had gained the upper hand.
"First Royal Guard! Form a formation. Capture it at all costs! The merit will be ours!"
Following the commander's orders, the Royal Guard formed a precise formation, drew their swords, and charged all at once.
The enemy also kicked the ground, heading toward them.
"Attack from behind! From the front, Carlson and I will..."
Collision, impact, and a fountain of blood.
The commander, who had been shouting orders with spit flying, couldn't believe his eyes for a moment.
Why was his face, the one meant to command the battlefield, now caught in this monstrous grip?
Why could he see his own body spraying a fountain of blood as it collapsed?
Why were his subordinates clutching severed limbs and screaming?
Having now received the order to leave this place, she flung the severed head of the commander she had been gripping.
His vision, flying through the air, slowly darkened in despair.
"Where are you going?"
"...!"
But once again, she encountered an obstacle.
A burst of light. Just as she was about to spread her wings and take off again, a blinding flash engulfed her.
The eyes of the one who unleashed the flash twitched. She didn't fall. Instead, she looked down at him, surrounded by a dark crimson barrier.
'A unit!?'
Realizing its identity, his brow furrowed deeply. But as she was now in a position where she had to flee, she didn't attack him there.
She simply flew away.
"C-Chairperson!"
"Chairperson!"
Immediately after, people hurriedly ran toward him. Yet his expression didn't easily soften.
People assumed he was angry about losing the enemy, but that wasn't the case.
'Monsters like that have been gaining strength?'
He gritted his teeth. If it were just a simple monster, it honestly wasn't worth worrying about. It could simply be hunted.
But not anymore. It was no longer a monster to be taken lightly.
Under this sky, it was something that could never coexist with them.
It was an adversary and a rival that had to be killed at all costs.
"Don't be disheartened! Look! The Capture Formation cast by our proud wizards has manifested! The creature is now a rat in a trap!"
One of the council members, oblivious and excited, pointed to the sky and shouted.
Indeed, as he said, a massive veil had appeared in the sky, enveloping the city. Originally intended to block external invasions, this magic could also be used to trap fleeing enemies.
That veil would now gradually shrink, trapping the target completely.
"...Impossible."
But their optimistic thoughts didn't last long.
The enemy extended its hand, unleashing dark crimson power, concentrating it at the tip before releasing it.
No matter how vast its range, the veil, created with the participation of the Guild's conference leaders, was shattered in an instant.
When the veil that had been falling in fragments turned into smoke and disappeared, no one around could open their mouths, and only silence flowed.
"...With the Chair's Authority, I will convene an Emergency Assembly immediately."
"What?!"
"And bring Senator Schultz, who is currently under investigation. I need to hear the story in detail. We can no longer take this lightly."
He made the decision immediately.
*
"The youngest Chairperson of the Continental Assembly, Darque Yuta Kruger."
In the middle of the Nest, Eve identified his identity with the simple physical description she had obtained from interrogating the prisoner.
A young genius mage with brilliant silver hair from a prestigious family. That was his publicly known identity.
But not anymore. He was no longer a mere human but a special being connected to the existence of the Outer World.
"But whether he is a Unit or a Player..."
"The String was extremely thin. Of course, it's not certain, but the probability of him being a Unit is very high."
"Would he have figured it out too?"
"Probably."
Communicating with Kang Do-Yeon, Eve smiled faintly.
The last face of his, seen through Kang Do-Yeon's eyes, was still vivid. Eve was convinced that he had somehow identified Kang Do-Yeon as a Unit.
"Then isn't it dangerous?"
"Not at all."
She immediately responded to the question of whether it was dangerous to expose her identity so easily.
The chaos caused in Menas by Kang Do-Yeon today was not just to extract Reina.
"Whether it's battle power or not... If what was shown today is all the Mages have to offer."
Eve stood up and looked around the Nest.
"They can never win."
[Preparations are nearing completion. A large-scale troop formation that has never been attempted before.]
The target expansion was complete. The mass production of the planned Legion Soldiers was already underway.
A massive troop force, numbering in the hundreds of millions, was ready to be unleashed from the Nest at any moment.
"We are the Great Wave, and their defense is nothing more than a Sandcastle. What about you, Reina? Can you see clearly? Have you made up your mind?"
Eve murmured quietly.
In Kang Do-Yeon's arms, who was flying here at that moment, Reina, at a loss, was being held.
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When Kang Do-Yeon began causing chaos.
Reina, who had recovered her body using the power of the Infection Fungus, ran wildly to escape the area.
'You want revenge, don't you?'
'I'll show you how.'
'I'll show you now.'
"Ugh... Aaaah!"
Running on trembling legs, she grabbed her head and screamed, tears streaming down her face. She could not reject the powerful mental interference that directly struck her already dominated brain.
While fleeing with others, she collapsed to the ground, convulsing and rolling her eyes back.
In her eyes at that moment, part of the mind of Eve, the Hive Mind of the Legion, was being shared.
It was something Eve had never done to Kang Do-Yeon. After all, the level of information was not something a human brain could accept.
Although it carried the risk of completely destroying her ego, Eve wanted to show Reina something, even if it meant taking that risk.
"Hah..."
Reina, barely regaining her senses, panted heavily. The people around her were still too busy running or panicking to pay her any attention.
What she saw was part of the Legion itself. Her trembling face turned pale.
"They can never win..."
At the same time, a sense of fear surged within her. The fragments shown through Eve's Hive Mind revealed everything—the Legion's power, which had completely Nestified the remote outskirts, and the extent of its explosive strength.
The endlessly sprawling Nests, the countless Legion Soldiers.
'Join us.'
At that moment, a fatal whisper echoed in the mind of the trembling Reina.
Her trembling gradually subsided.
'We know the hatred you harbor.'
'We also know the potential you possess.'
'And we know what you need.'
"What I... need..."
Reina tightly grasped the stone ground. Her pale, slender hand bore no wounds, and the nails that had been torn out and broken had already regenerated.
'All you need is that will and hatred. The Legion lacks only that. Everything else you are missing—we can provide it all.'
"Everything..."
Reina rose to her feet once again. Her heart was still burning with rage—against the rotten beings who had taken even her last chance.
'Do not hesitate. This is not corruption. You will now evolve and show them what true magic is, cast by this vast neural network.'
The final words drove the nail in. Reina's gaze, as she lifted her head again, no longer wavered.
She quickly moved her steps and left the city. Thanks to the chaos, there was no interference, as she had hoped.
She then hid nearby, watching the turmoil in Menas until Kang Do-Yeon came to pick her up.
"Fools."
She cursed them with genuine scorn as she watched.
Those who had acted so arrogantly toward her now seemed so pitiful and foolish, helplessly flailing about.
"Ahaha!"
And when she heard faint screams and saw a large explosion, she laughed in delight. To Reina, they were no longer her kin.
They were her enemies, the defeated ones who deserved to be weeded out.
Thus, when Kang Do-Yeon flew to her, extending a monstrous hand, she no longer felt fear.
"Are you like me? Disappointed and angry, have you given up on everything? Is that why you became one?"
She grabbed the hand and muttered vacantly.
"Once."
Kang Do-Yeon, who had only removed the mask covering her mouth, gave a single reply and grabbed Reina's hand, soaring into the sky in an instant.
"Welcome."
"This... this can't be..."
It was late evening when Kang Do-Yeon returned with Reina.
Reina was shocked twice—once by Kang Do-Yeon's face as she removed her mask and again by Eve's face, who was waiting with her mask off.
"You already know everything, don't you? Do you see that puddle? Enter it yourself. Then... you will become 'one' with us and lead the vanguard to kill the Mages."
Eve pointed to a mucus puddle in one corner of the Nest, directing the frozen Reina. It was a puddle where the Legion's Omnipotent Cells were infinitely cultivated, meant to decompose and reconstruct her body while preserving her ego, making her a complete part of the Legion.
Reina's eyes wavered. She couldn't fully understand, but she could tell it was akin to sacrificing her life.
"...I'll do it."
"Good."
Eve raised the corners of her lips in satisfaction at the faintly trembling voice. From the start, the experiment would be meaningless without voluntary participation.
Following the instructions, Reina removed all her clothes and began immersing herself in the rippling mucus puddle.
"Ah, it's not... nothing..."
At the strange sensation, Reina turned around in surprise.
In that moment, she lost her balance and fell into the puddle with a splash.
"Gah..."
Instinctively trying to flail and struggle, she was horrified. Her legs, which had been submerged in the mucus, had completely disappeared.
In the end, she was helplessly submerged in the mucus.
Her trembling hands, flailing in the air, were the last to disappear into the mucus.
"It's the same as needing to digest her first."
"...Don't tell me, me too?"
At Eve's nonchalant remark, Kang Do-Yeon grimaced, pointing alternately at herself and Reina.
The puddle containing Reina began to tremble, and the Flesh Wall moved to envelop it.
The form, mimicking a human womb, was identical to the Nest Kang Do-Yeon had torn her way out of.
"Once the Second Commander of the Legion is born, we will immediately execute the operation."
"...If the birth is successful, that is."
Kang Do-Yeon frowned as she looked at the writhing pink Flesh Wall.
She knew better than anyone. Becoming one with the Legion ultimately meant being reborn.
Enduring the sense of dissonance emanating from every single cell in her body being replaced was no easy feat.
If one couldn't endure that dissonance, they would go mad, and their ego would collapse. In such a case, the Commander of the Legion Eve desired would not emerge.
"That's why, paradoxically, I believe only humans can become our Commanders. They are beings who can extract indomitable will while defining their existence flexibly, without unnecessary pride."
Eve murmured as she gently stroked the vibrating Flesh Wall.
Eve believed Reina could endure. Kang Do-Yeon did not deny it. She already knew how steadfast Reina's mental strength was.
"The plan?"
"A full-scale offensive."
A map unfolded in Eve's mind. An aerial map, detailed down to the destination of Menas, created using the Flying Species.
"From here to the southwest, there are 621 major cities and approximately 2,800 small and large villages. The estimated human population is over 150 million."
Eve listed the calculated figures. The appearances of countless cities preparing their defenses were visible.
Of course, from Eve's perspective, the defensive postures they had prepared were beyond laughable—they were disappointing.
"Attack them all at once. For maximum efficiency, finish it quickly before humans from other regions can arrive to support."
The Legion possessed overwhelming power. And it could control all of that power simultaneously.
There was no reason not to operate it all at once. To swallow them whole before the enemies even had time to react.
"You depart first. The detailed plans have already been transmitted to your brain. Your junior will be deployed immediately upon completion. It feels good. She's growing very well."
"...Fine, I got it."
After receiving nutrients and fully recharging her Core Engine, Kang Do-Yeon let out a small sigh and rose from her seat again.
With nutrients, the Legion never stops. It can march and fight at any time.
Kang Do-Yeon's mission was to capture a city to serve as an interim base.
The troops assigned to her had already departed for that location long ago.
"Once we establish a Base Nest there, I'll let you rest while defending it."
"...Thanks for the consideration. That must have been your brother's order, right?"
Just before leaving, she smirked at Eve's words.
Eve affirmed through the Hive Mind. This special body made of the Legion's Omnipotent Cells does not tire as long as nutrients are supplied. But mental fatigue is a different matter.
It was something Eve could never understand, but Shin Woo, who had been watching all along, had ensured it was taken care of.
*
"Mayor, complaints are growing around here. People are asking how long we need to stay on alert because of these invisible monsters."
"I feel the same. But what can we do about orders?"
At the aide's words, the City Mayor in the office frowned.
The current city was on high alert. The reason was the unidentified monsters that had attacked the nearby regions.
The horrifying accounts from survivors who barely escaped those monsters, which only knew massacre, massacre, and more massacre, and the news that the summoned Defense Forces had been defeated, were certainly not matters to be taken lightly.
However, that was the story back then. It had already been several days since the monsters disappeared entirely, and the continued silence was causing dissatisfaction with the ongoing control measures.
"Mayor! There's a message from the Council!"
"Oh! What does it say? Is it permission to lift the blockade?!"
"Huh? Ah, no. They said to strengthen the vigilance further and prepare for the highest-level response under the guise of wartime measures!"
Another aide, who had rushed in, blinked nervously and held out a crystal sphere in their hand. The mayor, stunned by the shocking content, snatched the crystal sphere and read the official document that had arrived.
"Extremely dangerous and sinister monsters of abyss and darkness, presumed to be the successors of the Demon of Destruction, have crawled out from the Ancient Labyrinth. Therefore, until the army dispatched from the Center arrives, focus on the highest-grade defense measures."
The mayor's hands trembled uncontrollably. The aides could only exchange uneasy glances.
"...Moreover, these monsters astonishingly possess the ability to steal and use allied magic. The magic confirmed so far includes those of the Blakel Academy and Stas Academy. What on earth is this?!"
Holding the now-deactivated communication sphere, the mayor looked at the aides with a dumbfounded expression.
Honestly, the information just delivered through the crystal sphere was beyond common sense.
"Mayor, what about that monstrous creature of enormous size...?"
In the meantime, the aide who had brought the crystal sphere muttered hesitantly while glancing around nervously. Even the testimonies from survivors and Austin about the over-sized species were hard for them to believe.
"D-Don't worry. No matter how large it is, the walls of Herem are taller and sturdier. Besides, the magic-enforced barrier..."
"What is this?! An earthquake?!"
The mayor, wiping away the cold sweat running down their face, was trying hard to regain their composure.
Suddenly, the ground began to shake violently. And the vibrations grew stronger and stronger.
"...It's coming."
The mayor, sensing something instinctively, let out a sigh without realizing it.
Something massive and colossal was cutting through the ground and approaching precisely toward where they stood.
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"Ugh, Aaaargh!"
"Mayor!!"
A deafening roar, followed by an impact. The ground literally erupted, and the magnificent marble building that stood at the city center, City Hall, began to collapse with a bang as if it were exploding.
The mayor's massive body, with his belly protruding, was flung into the air along with the debris of the destroyed building.
"This... this can't be happening."
Even as the mayor was flying through the air, he muttered in shock, staring blankly at what he saw.
The culprit that destroyed City Hall, its entire body faintly glowing under the moonlight, was covered in thick black carapace.
Its entire body couldn't even fit within his field of vision. As the mayor's vision began to fade, all he could see was its thick body, resembling a massive wall.
"Aaaargh!"
Before he could properly see the writhing face above, the mayor plummeted toward the shattered debris of City Hall.
The mayor's final memory was of the creature, its massive body writhing as it descended upon the city, silhouetted against the moonlight.
A gigantic body, tens of meters thick and hundreds of meters long, fell and completely split apart a portion of the city.
"What's happening?!"
"What on earth is this...?"
The Deathworm, which had laid its body on the ground, slithered back into the soil it had burrowed through before the dust clouds had even settled.
People who had been sleeping stumbled out of their homes in a daze, only to be horrified by the destroyed City Hall. Meanwhile, troops on emergency standby sounded alarms with all their might and summoned reserves.
"What about the mayor?! What happened to the mayor?!"
A City Hall executive, who had escaped harm by being outside, rushed frantically to the ruins. The corpses crushed beneath the debris were so mangled into chunks of flesh that it was difficult to identify them.
"Baren?!"
"This can't be..."
He, along with a few others who had reached the center of the ruins, was stunned into silence by the sight before him.
The spot where City Hall should have been. In its place now stood a massive sinkhole, dozens of meters in diameter.
A dark, deep sinkhole whose depth was impossible to gauge, as if it absorbed all light.
The executive, moving his Adam's apple nervously, took a luminous stone lamp from an employee nearby and shone it into the hole.
"Red... eyes?"
And he gasped in disbelief.
In the darkness, glowing red eyes began to flicker on and off, one, two, three... and then countless more began to appear endlessly.
"Baren!"
Before he could retreat after realizing what kind of beings were lurking in the tunnel, something shot out at incredible speed and leapt into the air.
At the moment Baren, standing in front of the hole, was split in half and collapsed, spraying blood, the creature that had emerged shook its blood-dripping hand and spread its black feathered wings wide in the air.
"Ah..."
The people at the scene instinctively realized their doom as they looked at Kang Do-Yeon.
This was the moment she was engraved into the memories of the people here as 'The Wings that Bring Despair,' and it marked the beginning of the Battle of Herem, the great invasion of the southwestern metropolis.
At the same time, countless monsters began to pour out of the tunnel like water flowing in reverse.
'How about it? That power is only a fraction. Right now, the other side is launching an attack as well.'
The metropolis of Herem, built on a strategic point, was transformed into a hellscape in an instant.
Although it was called a battle, the reality so far was a one-sided slaughter.
Utilizing the vast experiences and data accumulated up to this point, the Legion Soldiers, modified solely for combat by adopting only the strengths of various species, were unleashed.
Humans, unable to even assume defensive postures, were completely overwhelmed by the mid-sized Legion Soldiers' poison stingers, pincers, and claws that were unleashed without restraint.
'A total of 3,580 battlefields.'
Eve focused more on other locations than on Herem, where the Command Entity, Kang Do-Yeon, was present. The billions of troops, led by the Higher Species, spread out across thousands of kilometers of battlefronts.
They simultaneously attacked thousands of towns and cities, both large and small.
Small villages required only a few dozen large or mid-sized Legion Soldiers.
In larger villages, a single charge from an over-sized species broke through defenses, and in major cities with magic defensive lines and castle walls, the Higher Species unleashed formative power to shatter barriers and gates before overwhelming them with sheer numbers.
'I can feel the blood of humans. How many have died already? I don't waste my computing power on such things, but it must be a lot. And by the time the sun rises, there will be no living beings left on the current battlefields.'
Meanwhile, millions of additional troops were being produced and awaiting deployment in the Nest. This production activity would not stop until all competitors on this world were devoured.
"For the proud victory of the Legion, Legion Commander Reina. Your role is needed."
Eve, her eyes flashing, tore the Special Nest in half.
From within, a nude female body fell, accompanied by secretion.
Her eyes slowly opened. The once clear and transparent blue eyes were now tinged with blood-red, radiating her inner rage and hatred without restraint.
"Haaah..."
Reina struggled to lift her trembling body.
Still unsteady, as if she hadn't fully adapted, she wobbled like a toddler taking its first steps, barely managing to stand.
She was already observing the battlefield situation shared by Eve within the Nest where she had been asleep.
"How does it feel to become a part of me?"
"So... so wonderful. My... my mother. My master. My god."
Her eyes were filled with ecstasy at Eve's words. Reina was truly experiencing an electrifying pleasure.
It was similar to when Kang Do-Yeon had added various sensory organs to her inner self and expanded her perception for the first time.
A connection with a gigantic entity, something unimaginable during her human days. The expanded senses and cognitive abilities it brought produced effects on the human ego more potent than any drug.
"Really? Even if I tell you to kill your precious family back in your hometown?"
"There is no escape from true doom. I can only be grateful to grant my past blood relatives the glory of becoming one with the Legion."
Reina smiled even at Eve's command to kill her family. She was clearly different from Kang Do-Yeon.
Reina's driving force for maintaining her ego was hatred. It was thanks to this hatred that the reborn Reina had already become something different.
"Really? Do you really like it that much?"
Eve asked with a sly smile, and Reina nodded without hesitation.
'Is he watching now?'
[...No. He's sleeping right now.]
Eve took the opportunity to ask a question and received an answer.
Then, she turned to Reina, who was still immersed in pleasure, and asked.
"Then, when he becomes one with me, he'll surely enjoy it too, right?"
"Of course. He... definitely."
Now aware of Shin Woo's identity, Reina immediately responded on the spot.
Eve's lips curled into an even wider smile.
"Move now, new Commander of the Legion. Show me your power."
Eve deployed the reborn Reina to her mission.
Reina's entire body began to twist as she screamed. Just like Kang Do-Yeon, her human body was being transformed and modified into the body of the Legion.
Eve also attached a total of ten core engines to her. Five were fused to form a heart, while four were placed in her limbs.
The last one was attached to the tip of a staff-like rod, which was placed in her hand.
Each core engine resonated, slightly lifting her body into the air.
Unlike Kang Do-Yeon, she didn't cover her entire body with armor-like carapace.
Instead, a living, writhing creature resembling a coat was draped over her body, which looked as if she were wearing a tight black suit. Though the style was different, it was somewhat similar to a magician wearing a robe.
"Haaah..."
Her shoulder-length blonde hair swayed. A mask began to form on her face.
When all her bodily transformations were finally complete.
Eve provided her with a special auxiliary device designed for a magician like her.
"I combined the abilities of a levitation-organ creature and a creature with development capabilities."
The floor of the Nest split open, and two jellyfish-like creatures floated up, revealing themselves.
With multiple tentacles extending downward, their heads were wrapped in extremely thick carapace.
Inside that carapace was a brain, one several times larger than a human brain and configured to match the highly efficient structure of Eve's own brain, which far surpassed human brains.
Tentacles extended from them, burrowing into her spine and merging with her existing nervous system.
"Show me how far you can go without borrowing my brain."
At Eve's command, Reina raised her staff.
Reina instantly combined all the magical knowledge possessed by the Legion to unleash the most powerful magic with the highest efficiency.
The magic, which combined the spells of various guilds that had existed on this land, completed all calculations and predictions in less than a second and was cast.
"10-Layered Magic Curved Cannon?"
Eve smirked as she saw it.
Ten large and small magic circles overlapped in front of her. She used her brainpower, far surpassing that of humans, to perform the multi-bound magic that could never be done alone. Moreover, she forcibly unified the separate spells into one using the resonance method.
From the largest magic circle, which was as massive as the body of a large-sized species comparable to heavy equipment like a dump truck, a gigantic shell was fired at tremendous speed, soaring through the air.
"I can see it."
Eve tracked the shell in real time with the eyes of the scattered Legion Soldiers.
The shell, which crossed hundreds of kilometers in an instant, accurately struck the city that the Legion Soldiers were about to attack.
The Higher Species didn't even need to step forward.
With a single bombardment that caused a massive explosion, the magic circle protecting the city shattered instantly, and the shockwave stirred up dust clouds. Faintly, the screams of people could be heard.
What remained was assault and slaughter. Eve smiled in satisfaction as she commanded the Legion Soldiers to charge.
"Deploy. Lead the new type of Higher Species and take the lead in the fall of Menas. Let your hatred pour out, and judge them as you see fit."
The Higher Species, pre-created by Eve, approached Reina.
Their overall form, resembling her, had bodies that seemed to be draped in coats and staffs gripped in their hands.
They were the Higher Species who would handle the magical combat forces of the Legion moving forward.
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"..."
Menas, including the executives of the Mage Academy, was urgently summoned to the council.
The atmosphere was utterly somber. Chairman Darque, Rozes who was carefully observing, and other councilors or conference leaders couldn't open their mouths.
The reason was simple. In Menas, a monster infiltrated, causing 356 civilian casualties, killing 46 knights and 12 mages, and escaping. It had been less than two days since the entire Southwest had suddenly lost contact.
"I can't believe it. Do you know how many requests for aid were urgently sent last night? Enough to overload the communication channels. Over 3,000 cases have been reported so far! That's about the same number of towns and villages attacked in the Southwest."
"How is this even possible?! What kind of beings could simultaneously strike over 3,000 locations?!"
Some councilors eventually erupted in anger. Most of their gazes were directed at one place.
Rozes flinched under their stares. Due to the gravity of the situation, Austin, who had gained recognition, provided the information once again, completely exposing Rozes' mistakes.
"Stealing magic, numbering in the tens of millions?! Their strength cannot even be compared to the Demons of Destruction that once ruled this world. All of this could have been stopped early, but the opportunity was squandered by Rozes! Is it true that this is your doing?!"
"Si-silence! I was just..."
"Everyone, quiet. You know this isn't the time for such nonsense."
Chairman Darque silenced Rozes, who had flared up. Although his intention was to protect Rozes, the other councilors flinched at Darque's unabashed intensity.
He had always been famous as a genius, but recently, the oppressive aura he exuded had become twice as strong.
"In this situation, although I was born after that era, some of you may know. The fierce days when we fought against the successors of the Dragonkin for control of the world. And I dare say, the situation we face now cannot be said to be better than back then."
"You're absolutely right."
Austin nodded grimly. They had fought desperately and, in the end, had to leave their hometown and pioneer a new world.
But now, it was different. Settling here in the first place was close to a miracle. They no longer had the capacity to leave for another place.
"We must fight and survive."
Above all, Chairman Darque could not retreat. The enemies were units, and the purpose of units was to stand at the pinnacle of the world.
In some places, units cooperated with others to kill rival units, but the problem was that Darque, who had held the continent's hegemony tightly from the beginning, had sought out and killed all other units early on.
Even if there were units that survived unnoticed by him, it seemed unlikely they could provide meaningful help.
"So, what do we do now? If an estimated hundreds of millions of monsters pour out simultaneously, we won't be able to withstand it!"
"Are you suggesting we just sit and take it? We must mobilize all our forces to stop them! For now, expand and hasten the evacuation order we're already implementing!"
Fortunately, even without Darque urging them, people declared their intent to unite and fight. As if they had drawn a last stand.
The overwhelming nature of the enemy left no room for idle thoughts.
'If we can stop them, that is.'
Both the sky and the underground were the enemy's playgrounds. Defending all of those areas would require astronomical power.
Darque coldly watched the other councilors discussing defense plans.
When the heat of the meeting subsided for a moment, Darque discreetly summoned someone.
"Chairman, why have you called me..."
"We must open the gate."
"The gate? Where should we open it?"
Marcus, the conference leader of the Ados Academy who handled the gate, flinched at Darque's words about opening the gate.
"Redrium."
"...What?"
And upon hearing Darque's words, he was shocked.
Redrium, their hometown, but now a hell they could no longer return to.
"If those dreadful lizards and abyssal creatures fight and kill each other, wouldn't that be our victory?"
"Th-that's impossible!"
The horrified Marcus shook his head vehemently. Having heard endlessly from his mentor about that place, Marcus knew it well.
One of the Ados Academy's greatest missions was to thoroughly manage the connection with Redrium, which had already formed, to prevent any cracks. That was their very purpose.
"Absolutely. Absolutely not."
The young conference leader Marcus was resolute. Darque didn't say much more after that, merely staring at him intently.
"Fine."
And he turned away cleanly.
Of course, his face, as he turned, was grimly twisted.
"Rozes. Come here for a moment."
Immediately after, he summoned Rozes. Having his weakness firmly grasped due to this incident, Rozes groaned and had no choice but to comply.
"What nonsense is this? Gather 1,000 healthy people?"
"You don't need to know the details. Just carry it out as I said."
"Kuh..."
Dragging Rozes to the corner, Darque openly glared. Rozes' eyes wavered as he saw Darque's protruding fangs.
"Don't act so frustratingly. You know it too, don't you?! This is a survival competition. A brutal struggle where only one apex survives! Do you think I'm doing this for power? I'm struggling to survive. And in the process, I'll save your people as a bonus! If you can't help, at least don't get in the way!"
"I... understand."
In a moment of emotional outburst, Darque grabbed the hesitant Rozes by the collar and shook him roughly.
His rough behavior revealed the extreme stress he was experiencing as a unit.
Although he had always been an arrogant and insidious figure, his current demeanor was vastly different from his past self, who never crossed the line.
"What, are you going to use the Assassination Authority, Vice Leader? Unfortunately, it won't work on me."
"I-I wasn't thinking of that."
"Then go and gather the people as I said. Since the Ados Academy leader won't cooperate, there's no choice but for me to devour that ability myself."
Without even hiding his killing intent anymore, he left the spot and returned to the meeting room.
Left alone, Rozes slid to the floor. Heaven Beyond Heaven, something he was feeling deeply these days.
*
"What's going on?!"
"Councilor! Right now, above the city's airspace... Ahh!"
At the moment when Darque was shaking Rozes by the collar.
The meeting room, no, the entire city of Menas, shook violently.
Rushing in with the other councilors, Austin looked up at the sky and was stunned.
The barrier was cracking as if it would shatter at any moment, with massive shockwaves rippling through it.
"There's another one coming!"
"A Magic Howitzer Cannon?! But how could it have such power?!"
Amidst the chaos, another flash of light streaked across the sky and struck the city once more.
The elderly conference leader named Seidel, who stood beside Austin, gaped in astonishment at the power of the magic.
"We must... respond..."
Seidel, an elder who always maintained composure, stuttered. Instinctively, he tried to come up with countermeasures, but he couldn't even grasp where the attack was coming from.
"Everyone, calm down! First, activate the Mage's Eye!"
Regaining his composure quickly, Austin commanded the mages.
The mages hurriedly gathered and cast the Mage's Eye, a spell that allowed them to observe distant locations.
Austin also lent a hand.
"That's..."
But what appeared in the vision conjured by the spell was a group of black entities floating in the distant sky.
Their appearance was eerily similar to the monsters currently plunging the entire continent into crisis.
Among them, a prominent figure with a staff, blonde hair flowing in the wind, began approaching this place after retracting a magic circle.
Realizing that its intent was to fire a direct-fire cannon at point-blank range, Austin clenched his teeth. It was clear they intended to fire at close range.
The beings raised their staffs in unison with precise movements, simultaneously manifesting magic circles.
"Those arrogant...!"
"How dare they!"
The mages, now able to see the black dots in the sky with their naked eyes, boiled over with rage and shouted.
It was an act that completely trampled on their already bruised pride.
"Reinforce the defense barrier!"
"Hurry! If we amplify it momentarily, we can block it!"
They hurriedly contacted the defense tower, urging them to push the defense to its limits, no matter the cost.
But the limits of the defense system, which had never faced such an intrusion, were not very high, no matter how much they pushed.
"Agh!"
In the end, the defense barrier of the Holy Continent's capital, Menas, shattered into pieces under the doubled power of the point-blank direct-fire cannon. The mages maintaining the defensive line collapsed, coughing up blood due to mana backlash.
"...Who are you?"
While others panicked and wandered aimlessly, Austin stared directly at 'it.'
It also looked at him. Austin's chest tightened as he sensed something from the blonde hair fluttering in the wind.
"It's a bombardment! Respond with counter-fire!"
"Direct, direct-fire is too far... kuhk."
The Enemies cast magic once more, initiating a massive bombardment.
A response was impossible. The opponent was too far for a direct-fire cannon. There was no time to calculate for indirect fire.
The bombardment, randomly exploding all over the city, showed neither mercy nor compassion, leaving the people with only two choices: scream and flee somehow, or burn to death where they stood.
Austin tightly shut his eyes. For some reason, he felt deep resentment emanating from the shells flying toward him.
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"..."
Beyond the mask, the city being indiscriminately bombarded came into view. They had not anticipated such a magical attack and failed to respond properly.
Beyond the mask, Reina was watching the scene. The sight of the city falling into chaos by her own hands.
Austin was seen narrowly escaping the shells. Seeing that, her anger grew even more. He looked unscathed. While she endured all the hardships, he remained untouched simply because he was an active member of parliament.
"Disgusting."
She turned her gaze away from Austin and took in the scenery of the city. The beautiful Central City, where the Academy Headquarters she had once yearned to visit was located.
And the famous magicians she had once respected so much.
Those things were now being pathetically and helplessly destroyed by her own hands.
"I was foolish. They were nothing more than mere insects."
She smirked faintly. Her past self, who admired and felt pride in those things, seemed utterly pathetic.
She looked at her hands and her body. Though her monstrous body was covered in black carapace and leather, it was brimming with power.
This was the true power of magic she had sought. Freed from the primitive human body, she had become one with the Legion and gained evolved power.
Reina, who had continued the bombardment, at some point led the higher species and swiftly descended, landing in the middle of the city.
There was only one reason. She wanted to see their dying and tormented faces up close.
'Run wild as you please.'
The one who granted her autonomy was Eve. Eve believed that to fully utilize Reina, who had her own motivations unlike Kang Do-Yeon, autonomy had to be guaranteed.
And as soon as Reina gained autonomy, she invaded Menas without hesitation, leading only a small unit.
"What the..."
"Capture her! This is our chance!"
Despite their shock at her landing, the humans saw it as an opportunity and charged at her.
Reina and the higher species moved as one, instantly manifesting another Legion-style massive spell.
"...!"
Amidst the flamestorm erupting in all directions, screams and shouts were faintly heard. Many were caught unprepared and burned alive. The sizzling smell of burning flesh began to permeate.
"Good..."
Reina deliberately heightened her senses to savor it all. The things she had created with her own hands.
Their screams, the smell of their burning bodies overlapped with the screams she had let out in the torture chamber and the smell of her own flesh being seared.
It was then that a group of knights and mages came rushing in, panicked.
"Royal Guard! Form a formation! The enemy is a mage!"
The First Royal Guard Captain, Rark, gritted his teeth as he commanded the knights.
Having lost face during Kang Do-Yeon's intrusion, Rark was determined to win this time.
As the Royal Guard took their positions, a mage from the Stas Academy cast enhancement spells in alignment with their formation.
Seeing that, Reina also moved the higher species. The mage from the Stas Academy gasped in horror as they witnessed it.
"H-how dare you use the sacred magic of our academy!"
"Calm yourself, Vice Leader of the Academy. We just need to defeat her now!"
Rark stomped the ground along with his subordinates.
Similarly, Reina and the higher species, having strengthened their bodies, aimed their staffs and unleashed blazing flame beams in an explosion.
"Kuh-ugh..."
The heat pierced through the enhanced bodies, burning their skin.
Rark gritted his teeth and moved his body. With the sole determination to cut down the enemy and protect this place.
Even as his subordinates fell one by one, unable to endure, he swallowed his anger and pressed forward.
"If we get close! We win!"
Fortunately, Rark and the Royal Guard had extensive experience dealing with mages.
No matter how much they enhanced their bodies, mages were physically slower compared to knights who trained their bodies, which made close combat a guaranteed victory.
Soon, Rark and some of the Royal Guard, having pierced through the flames, drew their swords and charged at the enemies.
"What..?"
However, they failed to realize that the beings they were facing were not mages but monsters, specifically higher species specially created within the Monster Faction.
Reina and the higher species, who had been in formation, swiftly and organically shifted their formation.
It was not the formation of mages. The higher species held their staffs like spears, aiming their ends at the knights who were drawn in as if sucked in, like prey into the maw of a predator.
"Kuhk..."
"Aaaah!"
The knights who had barely pierced through the flames were instantly subdued in close combat.
The movements of the higher species, displaying martial arts and spear techniques, were flawless, and their collaborative techniques were at a level even the Royal Guard could not counter.
Rark could not believe his eyes.
Even his most trusted deputy commander was falling, his heart pierced by the spear of a higher species.
"That one is the chief... Quickly..."
"Bren!"
Rark grabbed his falling deputy commander and burst out in fury.
There was now only one option left. To cut down the root of all this.
"Aaaah!"
Rark, explosively releasing his strength, deflected the spears rushing toward him and charged at Reina.
The chains of magic power, glowing and emanating from the magic cast by the higher species, wrapped around his body, but he shook them off with sheer force and advanced step by step.
'Do you see? He just surpassed his limits. That is precisely the potential of humans that I desire.'
Eve acknowledged him as she watched.
'So prove it. Prove that I already possess that potential.'
"Yes."
At Eve's words, Reina murmured softly and stepped forward.
Rark, his face twisted like that of a demon, struck her barrier hard with his sword. Cracks began to form in the shield.
Reina struck his abdomen with her staff, sending him flying, and then struck the ground with her staff, casting earth magic.
"Never..!"
Covered in rocks that had risen and buried his entire body, he shattered them with sheer force, bloodied, gritting his teeth, and charged once more.
This time, Reina's barrier shattered. His sword embedded itself in her shoulder.
However, just before the sword struck, Rark shuddered and gasped.
A large eyeball on the coat she wore blinked, and small overlapping barriers appeared where the sword struck, blocking it.
"Kuhk."
In that moment, Reina grabbed his neck with her hand.
The glowing red eyes within her mask met his burning eyes.
Eve, who believed that communication, including language, was a means of contamination, had forbidden the Legion Commanders, including Kang Do-Yeon, from communicating with others except herself.
Thus, Reina could not utter a single word, but with the hand choking his neck and the eyes glaring at him, she conveyed her hatred directly.
"Who... are you..?"
His fighting spirit and her hatred clashed head-on.
But he could not overcome Reina's grudge. His strong sense of mission and justice as the Royal Guard Captain ultimately only extended to the privileged and powerful figures of this city and had failed to help her when she desperately sought aid.
"Kuhh..."
A bone-chilling cold enveloped his body. As he fell, the infection fungus began to consume his body.
Reina released her grip. Then, transforming her sleeve into a blade, she swiftly beheaded him as he staggered.
*
'Could it be effective? How fascinating.'
Eve observed all this with great interest.
In truth, Reina's human-like actions were the epitome of inefficiency from Eve's perspective. Supporting the main unit with bombardment alone would have easily swept everything away.
However, given autonomy, Reina had left for Menas without hesitation, taking only a small maneuvering force.
Her sole purpose was revenge and slaughter.
And indeed, Reina unleashed her hatred to her heart's content there.
It was entirely different from Kang Do-Yeon's intrusion.
Reina genuinely sought to kill as many people as possible, and her overwhelming hatred and killing intent were conveyed to the humans without a single word.
"P-President of the Academy Club..!"
"Quickly form a defensive line. We must stop her!"
And that killing intent caused great confusion among the humans.
The moment they realized that the being they thought was merely a simple monster or beast harbored overwhelming hatred and grudge against them.
A fear of the unknown began to spread among the crowd. This phenomenon was something Eve had not anticipated.
"Even the higher species entrusted with command by Reina are being influenced by those emotions. It seems the experiment is a success."
[It caused sufficient chaos and damage beyond expectations. However, the fact that this is the center of the enemy camp remains unchanged. Won't you order a retreat?]
"We've seized an unexpected opportunity, so we should make more use of it."
Eve found it intriguing that Submind-Reina had produced results beyond her expectations, but at the same time, she began calculating another plan.
The most efficient outcome to utilize the current situation.
"Has it finally appeared?"
Eve, observing the field through Reina's eyes, smirked.
Someone appeared among the mages in confrontation.
Silver hair, glinting golden eyes, and a soul string connected somewhere.
This was the first proper encounter between the two beings presumed to be units.
[It's not just one.]
"There must be more."
Furthermore, those presumed to be units were not just one or two. Several individuals with strings were also attached to Darque.
"Go on, keep rampaging. Extract everything they have."
Eve issued an attack command to Reina instead of ordering a retreat. The purpose was reconnaissance. She intended to use this opportunity to uncover the enemies' battle power.
Following the command, Reina aimed her staff at them.
However, at that moment, Darque was seen clicking his tongue. At the same time, the connection with Reina was severed, and her body began to collapse slowly.
"Assassination Authority?"
Eve, who smirked, used her power to seize Reina's soul, which had already separated from the body and become one with her spirit.
Then, she issued a charge command to all the legion soldiers, who had been on standby while replenishing nutrients.
The use of the Assassination Authority meant that they no longer had any remaining power.
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"Pull back until it restarts. Now, I will end this war. Even now, I will capture Menas."
Eve, whose eyes sparkled, commanded the legion soldiers flying swiftly toward the frontline from the throne in the center of the nest.
Meanwhile, the higher species were retrieving Reina's body, which had fallen after being struck by the Assassination Authority, and quickly escaping the scene.
The magic bombardments fired by the mages to chase them rained down, but the higher species resonated their barriers to block them and successfully left the area unhurriedly.
Eve no longer paid attention to them. After all, Reina could be revived by reconnecting her soul to her body and linking the collective consciousness.
That miraculous and absurd process was nothing more than moving a part of her own body for Eve, the Hive Mind of the Legion.
At the same time, the vast collective consciousness was reactivated once again. Countless legion soldiers were charging toward Menas, shaking the ground.
'Sweep them all away at once.'
The plan was the same as before: mobilize all troops to sweep the entire area.
Eve knew that Menas was the core and center of the human faction, which had been the dominant species of this world, and she also knew very well that humans couldn't move as swiftly as she could.
Moreover, Menas had already lost its defensive functions and was in a state of extreme chaos.
If such a place were obliterated, humans would fail to regroup properly and would be swept away as they were.
'Three million medium-sized flying species capable of high-speed flight.'
The troops mobilized first as the advance party toward such a Menas numbered three million flying species.
Their overall form was based on insects, resembling giant hornets the size of bulls.
Their entire bodies were covered with a hard yet lightweight carapace, and their two pairs of wings allowed for even faster flight.
Their main weapons were long, pointed poison stingers, akin to spears for humans. Additionally, all six of their legs were equipped with sharp raptor's talons.
'Make them unable to think straight.'
Eve, who smirked, gave the total offensive command while watching Menas gradually come into view.
The purpose was singular: to prevent them from regrouping and mounting a proper resistance.
"Everyone..! Everyone, evacuate!"
"Flying beasts are coming!"
Menas, which had never known peace, naturally fell into great chaos.
The monsters darkening the distant sky as they flew in, after the bright full moon had risen high in the night sky, swarmed into this place where the damage from the previous attack had yet to be recovered.
"Now we must admit it. They are an army, not a mere pack of beasts, but an army with clear purpose, unit types, and tactics!"
"Reactivate the defense barriers immediately! Evacuate the people who haven't escaped yet, hurry!"
The mages hurriedly began their response. It was exactly the reaction Eve wanted.
If they had scattered and fled without looking back, there might have been a chance. But since they resolved to face the endlessly surging troops, all that awaited them was death after a desperate fight.
Across the city, numerous magic howitzer cannon shells fired by them pierced the dark sky and struck the incoming flying species.
The flying species controlled simultaneously by Eve moved nimbly as one, minimizing damage.
From the start, they had no intention of being hit by such disorganized attacks without a fire net in place.
"...Rozes. Is it ready?"
"Y-Yes. But did a Player really use the Assassination Authority?"
"Unfortunately. But you never know. The Assassination Authority has many gaps."
Darque, who had been watching the scene indifferently from the rooftop of the half-destroyed Council Building due to Reina's bombardment, nodded coldly to Rozes, who had approached him with a tone filled with dry fury.
Rozes, who had briefly left and returned, swallowed nervously.
He had harbored complaints about Darque's coercive and strange orders, but in a situation like this, even having any method at all was a miracle.
"What on earth do you plan to do with them?! They are nothing but powerless, ordinary fools!"
"Watch your words. Even if they are powerless, they have the hot blood to offer for our sake."
Darque turned away from the battlefield.
The flustered Rozes called out to him, but he dismissed him with a single remark and left the area.
"This is no time for this."
Rozes, who had been blankly watching his retreating figure, flinched and hurriedly headed to a different place, not the battlefield.
What mattered most to him was his own life.
"..."
Darque, having parted ways with Rozes, walked silently.
A large-scale offensive that struck the entire city.
The western part of the city, where they attacked, had already turned into a battlefield. The high population made evacuation difficult.
The evacuation procession of citizens fleeing desperately was concentrated toward the east.
There was a large training arena where people were being gathered.
Rozes had lied, saying he would open a gate to allow them to escape, gathering about a thousand people of all ages and genders.
They trembled in anxiety, waiting eagerly to leave this place.
[The Player was momentarily flustered by the enemies' offensive, causing some interference.]
[First, amplify the mana. Open the gate as planned and make the monsters fight each other.]
As he walked blankly along the path toward the training arena, letters shimmered before his eyes.
They were instructions from the being that had granted him rather useful power.
"Understood."
Darque muttered blankly as he listened to the screams and shouts around him.
His Player was not particularly competent. She boasted that she was the princess of her clan and would become its leader in the future.
Even to the relatively young Darque, the Player seemed immature and inexperienced.
But her power was undeniably real. Darque believed that the only way to overcome this situation was to combine the Player's power with his own.
The golden goblet sent as a 'bestowed item.' By drinking the blood contained within it, Darque inherited the Player's power and transcended the human body.
Thanks to that, he now understood well what that power was.
"C-Chairman?! My goodness."
"The Chairman has arrived!"
The people anxiously waiting in the training arena cheered as Darque appeared alone.
His direct appearance, given his high position, assured them that they would not be abandoned.
And above all, trust in the young and capable Darque had always been high.
'This is... This is for the cause. It's inevitable.'
The moment he saw those people. For the first time, the icy, cold eyes of Darque wavered.
It was a completely different look from the time he massacred those designated as units, including children.
Naturally. They were his adversaries. But the people before him now were citizens who trusted and followed him.
'I... I'm not falling into corruption. This is the right...'
Clenching his teeth, he pulled something out from within. It was a kind of staff. This too was a bestowed item.
Its effect was to convert the power contained within blood into mana by offering it as a sacrifice.
Darque cast a spell toward the citizens, who were puzzled by his actions.
That magic was Blood Magic, a type of magic that had never existed in this world.
Dark, blood-colored mana erupted from his body, which had slumped.
*
"An intriguing power. So there was indeed a hidden trump card left for the very end?"
Eve, who was commanding the legion soldiers while Darque was in the training arena, smiled faintly.
The slaughter continued. Despite being blown apart by the mages' magic, it was only a handful.
The medium-sized flying legion soldiers, which took less than a day to produce, were killing and capturing mages who had trained in magic for decades.
[The power of the enemy units has suddenly increased.]
"I need to capture and analyze them."
Of course, the opponents were not easy. There had been enemy units infiltrating the battlefield for some time.
Those on the same side as Darque looked similar to the local humans in appearance. They wielded swords and used magic.
'But their blood tasted entirely different.'
They displayed exceptional movements and fought effectively against the legion soldiers.
One enemy unit, appearing to be a knight, was captured.
Although three legion soldiers nearby immediately pierced his chest, neck, and legs with poison stingers from all directions, he swung his sword as if he didn't feel pain or fear death, cutting down the legion soldiers.
"The entire blood is filled with dense formative power. How fascinating."
Naturally, Eve coveted their new power.
[...An abduction attempt was made, but the target escaped.]
"The mana disappears completely from a dead body. So they must be captured alive."
The problem was that their power was gradually growing stronger from a certain point onward.
Through this, Eve confirmed that they were connected to each other by some method. Attempts to capture them failed, as ordinary flying species without formative power had their limits.
"...It won't be easy, will it?"
Moreover, seeing the blood-colored mana erupting explosively from the opposite side of the city, Eve sensed the defeat of the advance party.
From the whirlpool of mana, which was as fierce as a storm, a figure with silver hair fluttering flew through the air.
He cast magic. It was red and heavy, like thick blood.
The flash of light that burst forth instantly annihilated the thousands of legion soldiers that had filled the air.
It was certainly not the magic of this world that Eve knew.
'Is rapid casting possible? Is that its maximum power?'
At that moment, Eve changed her objective. The priority was to determine the opponent's battle power by committing all forces.
All the flying species simultaneously halted their actions and flew toward Darque.
Once again, he gathered mana and unleashed a massive explosion.
"Hurry, assist the chairperson!"
"Gather together. A path is opening!"
Those who had fallen into endless despair gained hope and gathered around her.
Despite being shocked by the overwhelming magic that defied common sense, they rallied around Darque and continued to resist.
A Legion Grows From My Smartphone - Chapter 101
Chapter 101
Episode 101 - Evolution, Not Corruption (9)
'We have been defeated, and we won't even be able to endure.'
Darque's eyes, which continued to cause magic explosions, sank. It contrasted with the mages gathering around him, holding onto hope.
The mana gained at the cost of a thousand lives was not invincible. The magic he was exploding now had its limits.
Yet, he could not kill any further. Ultimately, his capacity only went that far.
On the other hand, the enemies currently driving Menas to the brink of collapse were only 'a handful' of what was known.
"W-We must first overcome this crisis and unite properly to resist desperately!"
One of the conference leaders muttered while looking at the gradually diminishing enemies.
In reality, they barely overcame this crisis. The numerous flying species had now dwindled to almost none and began to retreat, turning their bodies away.
Those who saw it found hope. Hope that they could endure if they fought together like this.
"No. That is a false hope. A false hope that will devour us."
However, Darque, the core force, shook his head decisively.
"C-Chairman?!"
"Let go of this! What is this..!"
In an instant, most of the high-ranking officials gathered on the field were subdued at once.
Those who revealed themselves were all units belonging to Darque.
Like Darque, they lived under their usual identities during peacetime but acted as his loyal units in secret.
Those who were subdued couldn't believe it as they were restrained by their deputies, superiors, and colleagues they had trusted.
"The mana... the mana isn't moving!"
"...Wouldn't the head of the mages have prepared against magic?"
Watching those who were flustered by their sealed magic, Darque sighed bitterly. In fact, dealing with their kind was something they had planned for long ago, in case their identities were exposed.
They simply didn't want to use it. Especially not in situations like this.
"Now, everyone, follow my words. First, survive this crisis, and I will teach you a new magic that will advance our magic to the next level. Blood magic, that is."
Darque, who switched to a commanding tone, caused a stir among the mage group at the mention of the new magic, blood magic.
However, the commotion was brief, as everyone's eyes widened when someone was dragged out, screaming desperately.
"What is this, Chairman! How dare you touch the guild's conference leader!"
"Shut your mouth, Seidel. We will now proceed with a council vote. I will present the only solution to this situation, and we will proceed with a vote by raising hands."
What Darque's subordinate brought was none other than Marcus, the conference leader of the Ados Academy.
The guild mages flared up as if having seizures, but he didn't pay them any attention.
"...Chairman."
"Is your answer still the same? To open the gate to Redrium and pit the two monster factions against each other."
Darque, now looking somewhat indifferent, smirked at Marcus, who glared at him.
"Of course not. Absolutely not."
Marcus shook his head firmly and confidently. It was an unquestionable rule and his mission.
"What basis do you have? Pitting monsters against monsters? It will only double the number of monsters! Monsters that will devour mages!"
"Chairman, don't tell me you are planning this!"
With Marcus's shout, all the high-ranking mages captured on the scene were shocked.
The reaction of the elders was especially intense. Among them was Austin, who widened his eyes.
"This is madness, Chairman! Even more than what you're doing now! Those lizards are a true disaster. Incarnations of fire, magic nemeses, and crawling death!"
"I never expected you to say such things, Austin Schultz. Haven't you learned anything from the events so far? Are you saying the black beasts that ravaged this city until moments ago are less evil and horrifying than the lizards of Redrium?"
"T-That's!"
Austin flinched at Darque's sneering words.
Others had also experienced the horrors firsthand, but Austin had been fighting those monsters from the very beginning.
For a moment, the eyes within the mask, which met his gaze, flashed through Austin's mind. The masked eyes with blonde hair flowing.
Naturally, Reina was nowhere to be found in this city. Not even her corpse.
From the start, no one cared, and even if they did, finding her would have been impossible.
"Think carefully. If there is a better method than my proposal, I will gladly accept it. As long as it is a way to defeat the Mad Abyss Legion!"
Darque shouted, glaring at the crowd, but from the moment Austin remained silent, no one else spoke up.
Satisfied with the sight, he immediately started the vote.
"Think carefully and raise your hands. With a single gesture, our glory and the lives of hundreds of millions are at stake."
"This is absurd!"
Marcus convulsed. Almost all the councilors' hands began to rise hesitantly.
The conference leaders and guild mages were horrified by the council's tyranny but couldn't openly oppose it.
"Absolutely impossible! Absolutely not! Permanently severing the connection with that dreadful place is our, my mission!"
The decision was made, but Marcus's opposition did not subside. Even as others' reactions grew cold, his resolve remained firm.
"Then the other guild members will have no choice but to cooperate."
"K... Heh-heh-hah! Do you think that's possible? All knowledge related to Redrium's coordinates is exclusively with the conference leader! If I don't cooperate, it's absolutely impossible!"
As Darque, who approached with sparkling eyes, Marcus, trembling, burst into laughter.
However, Darque showed no change in expression. At that moment, when other mages thought it was over.
"W-What are you doing?!"
"I can do anything, and I have already done so. Marcus Leveltern. Do you think you're that great?"
"This insane... Aaaagh!"
Darque grabbed Marcus by the hair and sank his fangs into his nape before he could resist.
"Ugh... Urrgh.."
Everything about Marcus began to be drained away.
The sight was so shocking that everyone's thoughts stopped completely.
To them, the concept of vampires didn't even exist, so the shock they received was beyond imagination.
"I will give you the coordinates."
Wiping away the blood and throwing the now-dried corpse of Marcus, Darque coldly gleamed his eyes.
"Open the gate immediately."
Darque's heavy command dominated the scene, where everyone had lost their minds.
*
"Do you not intend to respond separately?"
When the sun was shining brightly in the sky at its highest point.
Another massive force was approaching Menas, now within sight.
A great army, blackening the entire vast plain visible to the eye, trampled and crushed everything in its path.
Unlike the flying species sent as the advance party, this was the real main unit, composed of various forms and unit types suited to those forms.
"Or is there some other scheme?"
'Except for the grotesque magic possessed by the enemy units, I think they clearly have no other means.'
Reina answered Eve's question as she commanded the legion soldiers from the nest.
Currently, Reina, who had returned from death, was not in the nest. This time, she was flying high in the sky with flying species and magic-type higher species under Eve's command, slowly trailing the main unit.
'Still, there's no way they would simply choose to die. From what I've seen, that person named Darque is definitely not that kind of person.'
Through the collective consciousness, Kang Do-Yeon, who was now more than hundreds of kilometers away from the battlefield, observed the scene and shared her opinion.
'I agree. Chairman Darque Yuta Kruger is someone who spares no means or methods for his goals.'
Reina agreed with Kang Do-Yeon's opinion.
Eve's thoughts were no different from theirs. Always wary of variables, calculating all possibilities, and preparing countermeasures to devise the most effective strategy was Eve's nature.
"Having something more wouldn't be bad."
Of course, even if the opponent had hidden cards, it didn't matter.
After all, only one would survive. For Eve, who had lived this way with a mindset entirely different from humans, it was the natural law and truth of the world.
No matter what enemy came, they were ultimately just targets to be defeated and devoured.
No matter how strong the opponent, she could grow stronger by fighting them.
'Indeed. No matter how tainted we may be, we can perfectly purify this world. With the grace and glory of becoming one with the legion!'
"Are my actions like this when viewed through human perspectives?"
'...Not at all.'
At Reina's words, Kang Do-Yeon immediately denied it when Eve tilted her head in response.
'And look at that. It doesn't seem like it's just a simple trick.'
Kang Do-Yeon redirected their attention. The airspace above the suburban area of Menas, where all the people had evacuated.
A massive flow of power was openly converging.
"Could that be."
At that moment, Eve's eyes sparkled. Slowly and violently, the spatial rift began to tear apart.
What she had so earnestly wished and longed for. Only the Ados Academy at The Center could create a new Gate.
Now, that Gate was being newly opened.
[He is also watching this situation now. The strange thing is, why on earth did they open the Gate there at this moment?]
"So, no matter what comes out of it, we will never lose."
Despite the sudden appearance of the Gate, Eve remained unshaken.
Fight, the victor takes everything, and the loser dies. That is only natural.
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Episode 102 - Evolution, Not Corruption (10)
"..."
The first to discover the crack was a creature crawling sluggishly along the ground.
It sniffed the air, detecting the subtle change in the flow of the atmosphere. Its large amber eyes blinked.
Continuing to sniff, the creature's sensory organ finally recalled a scent from long ago.
The scent of a wizard. And not just one, but many wizards.
Soon, the massive body that had been wandering aimlessly began to move.
With its elongated torso and scales as rough as rock, this creature, resembling a crocodile except for its long neck, moved as if entranced toward the source of the scent.
"Krrk..."
And it wasn't the only one that noticed the scent. All the Dragonkins in the area began to converge there.
Earth Dragons walking on the ground, Wyverns with wings, Fire Dragons breathing flames, and so on.
They were the dominant species of this land, who once waged war against the Humans of the Otherworld skilled in magic, eventually driving them out of this world.
However, even after becoming the masters of the world, they regressed and turned into mere incarnations of destruction and massacre, unable to advance the world.
Their inherent greed and arrogance had no target, leaving them as empty tin cans.
'This is an opportunity.'
Their Overlord, who detected the subtle flow even from afar, awakened from a long slumber and rose.
Whether it was intentional or accidental, it didn't matter.
If a new target for destruction and massacre appeared, they would simply act according to their nature.
The first Earth Dragon at the forefront crossed the Gate.
The soil and grass under its feet, in the bright sunlight, were brimming with the energy of life, unlike the barren land of Redrium.
"..."
Until now.
The Earth Dragon squinted its eyes, feeling an intense killing intent directed at it for the first time in ages.
The source of that intent was the Great Army filling its view.
Most of them were smaller than the Earth Dragon, but the large species, comparable in size to a dump truck, were not inferior in build to the Earth Dragon.
"Are those the Dragonkins the humans here spoke of?"
Even upon seeing the Earth Dragon, Eve showed no particular reaction.
After all, there had been plenty of humans captured and interrogated, so it was only natural to know of their existence and history.
And how much wizards feared them.
"They're just degenerated lizards anyway."
However, she had no reason to fear the Dragonkins.
Long ago, the origin that passed down magic to humans was the Ancient Dragon. But the descendants of those dragons rebelled, killed their ancestors, and attacked humans.
As a result, the successors of the Dragonkin, having lost their nobility, turned from the source of magic into the nemesis of magic. That was the history testified by humans so far.
"There's no way I'd lose to defeated, eliminated creatures."
Eve cared about nothing else but the fact that they had degenerated.
They were the kind she hated the most—those who neither progressed nor evolved but stagnated to the point of regression.
[He told me to convey this. The Dragonkin didn't degenerate; they evolved in a different way.]
"Of course, that's true too."
'...'
Eve, who instantly agreed, ignored the incredulous emotions of the subminds and gave an order to Reina, who was positioned behind the main force.
"Try hitting them with magic. I heard they have very strong magic resistance. They neutralize human magic and fight using their physical size."
'Understood.'
Receiving the command, Reina raised her staff on the spot.
Casting Multi-bound Magic alone, its power was enough to ravage an entire city single-handedly.
In less than a second, overlapping magic circles unleashed shells that tore through the air and crashed down on the Earth Dragon from above.
The Earth Dragon didn't evade. It was an unavoidable strike from the start.
"...Quite impressive."
At the point of impact, a massive shockwave erupted amidst thick smoke.
As a result, the Earth Dragon's body was crushed and burst apart.
But on the flip side, that level of power had only managed to kill a single one.
"It's not a lie. I don't know the principle, but they do have considerable defensive power against Formative Power."
Eve detected the flow of energy emanating from the Earth Dragon as the shell struck it.
Though it couldn't absorb all of it, the Earth Dragon was seen absorbing the energy contained in the shell.
"Change the tactics and formation."
Watching the Dragonkins pouring out of the Gate, starting with the Earth Dragon, Eve adjusted the Legion Soldiers.
All units smaller than large species were pulled back, and Legion Soldiers comparable in size to the Dragonkins, including the Over-sized Species, were redeployed.
"They're monsters that conquered a world with their sturdy bodies and massive size, so we should face them accordingly."
Smirking, Eve sent the Legion Soldiers charging forward.
Starting with the Earth Dragon, the Dragonkins that had confidently crossed the Gate were visibly flustered.
Until now, their opponents had been magic-wielding humans.
But the enemies they faced now already knew about them and were as massive as they were—the Legion.
The Legion's Power Core was solely used to sustain those unreasonable and gigantic bodies.
The thunderous footsteps shook the earth.
"Trample them. Then bring them in. We need to dissect them alive and learn."
As Eve's smirking command ended, massive creatures, each exceeding several meters in size, collided with a tremendous impact.
*
"Evacuate immediately. Open additional Gates."
"B-but..."
"At this rate, we'll be wiped out, let alone achieve mutual destruction."
A battle of unimaginable scale between monsters unfolded right in front of the city.
Darque snapped the dazed people back to their senses.
The current battle situation was one-sided. In his sight, a massive Wyvern, unable to bear the weight of Flying Species clinging tightly to its body, was falling from the sky.
Even as the Wyvern bit and killed them with its mouth, the Flying Species continued to embed poison stingers into its hide.
Despite not being at full strength, the Dragonkins pouring out of the narrow Gate were being pushed back.
"Krrk. Open additional Gates!"
The wizards of Ados Academy, under Darque's command, hurriedly began to widen the dimensional crack.
"Now we retreat to the rear and prepare for the worst-case scenario."
Watching the increasing number of Dragonkins pouring out, Darque turned his body.
All that was left for them now was to flee, hide, and survive. The evacuation of ordinary citizens had already been completed.
Once the remaining elders and troops left, the Metropolis Menas, once home to three million people, would become an empty Ghost City.
"Damn it..!"
"Block them!"
However, Eve had no intention of letting them go easily.
Reina, flying across the sky, led the Higher Species to block their path.
"Fools. With just a few dozen, it won't end like last time."
Darque's subordinates, retreating, joined the city's defense forces. There were at least several thousand of them.
"...Ha."
But of course, Eve was well aware of that.
Behind Reina, who had blocked them with a small number, the trembling ground erupted as a massive Deathworm broke through a three-story building with its mouth.
The Deathworm returned underground, leaving behind the shattered debris of the building.
From the massive sinkhole, countless waves of Higher Species and Mid-sized Legion Soldiers surged out.
Eve deployed all the forces withdrawn from the battlefield to this location.
"You all know what I'm about to say."
Clicking his tongue at the sight, Darque's eyes sparkled as he quietly spoke.
"Struggle to survive."
"Ugh... Aaah!"
"Clear a path! Hold the line until we can create an Evacuation Gate!"
As his words ended, the battle began in earnest.
Enraged wizards cast spells, Higher Species broke through formations, cutting down knights and killing wizards.
In the midst of it all, the Blazing Giant Flame Stream unleashed by Reina was blocked by the Crimson Mana Storm released by Darque.
"Kill them all."
Reina, her eyes gleaming, once again ignited her hatred while simultaneously calculating and deploying dozens of Magic Circles.
An indiscriminate Magic Bombardment that didn't care about the Allied Legion Soldiers caught in the crossfire.
In the middle of the battlefield, a massive explosion obliterated an entire street and created a Giant Pit. Darque lowered his Tattered Sleeves, revealing a grimacing face as he clenched his teeth.
It was unfortunate that the Sun was fully visible in the bright daytime. For Darque, this meant he was not at full strength.
'The Mages of Ados Academy. Capture them alive at all costs.'
A brutal and horrifying battlefield spread across the entire city, where those struggling to survive clashed with those intent only on killing.
In a battlefield devoid of prisoners or mercy, with only death, Eve assigned special missions to certain individuals.
"Endure. If you can't hold out, you'll die!"
Nearby, some mages gathered around the Blakel Leader, protecting something.
What they desperately tried to defend in a corner was the Mages of Ados Academy, who were attempting to open a Gate to escape this Encirclement and head to the Rear Area.
In other words, they were enemies that absolutely had to be captured.
The Legion, instantly sharing information, dispatched nearby Higher Species to that location.
"How could these bastards..."
"Does that even matter right now? Fire!"
The desperate magic of the mages, putting everything on the line, struck the Higher Species.
The Higher Species, wielding swords in Four Hands and swinging its Tail, activated a Barrier to block the magic attacks.
"These guys, could it be!"
Of course, it wasn't as though the Higher Species could completely withstand the Guild Leader-level Battle Power with its Output.
Another Higher Species that had caught up from behind raised a staff and cast the magic of Stas Academy, enhancing the Warrior-Type Higher Species wielding swords.
"Blakel, Stas, Seklad, Ucaleria... They devoured all the magic of the academies. Now, they have only one thing left."
"No way."
The Blakel Leader, realizing the Legion Soldiers' intent, gritted her teeth and drew more Mana.
'If, if the Gate falls into the hands of such creatures, it won't just end with the destruction of our world.'
Assuming the Worst-Case Scenario, she reversed her staff.
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Episode 103 - Individual Purpose (1)
"W-What are you doing, Conference Leader!"
"...Be quiet. They steal magic. I don't know how, but what do you think will happen if even Gate-related magic falls into their hands?"
There was no need to elaborate further.
The mages were at a loss for words at the Blakel Leader's statement about burning all the mages of the Ados Academy who tried to open the Gate.
"Today, we die here."
Her resolute decision was naturally conveyed to Eve. Eve's face, gripping the armrest of the throne, twisted grotesquely.
"How dare..."
Compared to other emotions, the feeling of rage was unfamiliar, as there was no reason to express it through a human body.
Instead, Eve exploded that rage directly through the Legion Soldiers, rather than through her avatar.
In fact, using rage like this was something Eve had been adept at even before gaining an ego.
"They're coming!"
The Higher Species raised their swords and closed the distance in an instant.
The resistance of the mages, who had set up a last stand, bought more time than expected, but the initial difference in numbers was insurmountable.
"...What an ugly sight you are."
The Blakel Leader, whose arm holding a staff was severed by the sword of a Higher Species that had penetrated the mages' ranks, muttered while grabbing the tail that had pierced through her abdomen.
Eve naturally intended to decapitate her.
The punishment of rage delivered to the lowly creature that dared to hinder her plans and arrogantly resist was, of course, death—the ultimate penalty for any living being.
'Please wait a moment. Mother's rage cannot be satisfied with a simple decapitation!'
The problem was that Eve now had someone who desired human suffering and destruction even more than anyone else.
Eve showed interest in Reina's suggestion.
'A punishment worse than death?'
'I have an idea.'
'Your idea is inefficient.'
'If it's someone of her level, it will be worth it.'
In a short time, the two beings exchanged opinions. Having completed her calculations, Eve decided not to decapitate her immediately, following Reina's suggestion.
This contrasted with how all the other humans nearby were decapitated and killed.
"What... What are you doing! Kill me already!!"
Her eyes widened as she guessed Eve's intention, and she was filled with more fear than she had been when facing imminent death.
Especially when the infection fungus that had infiltrated her body began to heal her instead.
'Is this true?'
'The fear of death is the fear of the unknown. However, the fear of something well-known surpasses that.'
For Eve, who had always pursued efficiency, torture had only been a means to extract information.
But Reina was different. She knew very well that for beings like humans, pain itself could be the purpose.
"...I thought they were simple creatures, but even in this chaotic battlefield, they are thorough without leaving a single gap. What kind of beings are you?"
While Reina and Eve were communicating with each other.
Reina, like Eve, simultaneously carried out her role in the battle against Darque without any problems.
Unlike Kang Do-Yeon, she had no hesitation in becoming one with the Legion and even rejoiced in it, which led to a significant increase in her adaptability and abilities.
"..."
Reina silently poured magic toward him.
The man holding the staff blocked the bombardment once again. However, now less than half of the mana in the staff remained.
'Humanity might survive. But it means nothing if I die.'
Darque gripped the staff in his hand more tightly. His opponent had survived even after being hit by the Target Assassination Right, rendering it meaningless.
[Prepare yourself. The Player has made a decision based on your request.]
"You should worry about the lizards. They are said to be quite tenacious."
Soon, his body began to be surrounded by light. And it wasn't just him.
Some of the units, including him, were enveloped in light and then disappeared entirely, as if evaporating.
"Species Preservation Right."
Reina clicked her tongue and looked at the now-empty frontline.
The Player of Darque, who had merged with local power and eliminated most of the units early on, had a lot of gold.
This meant there was no restriction on purchasing and using Preservation Rights from the shop.
'Retreat. The dragonkins coming out of the Gate have taken down most of our troops. Anyway, the humans' main forces have been crushed, and we've reaped our harvest, so it doesn't matter if we take it slow now.'
At the same time, the time was up.
The dragonkins, which had been clearly outmatched in size and strength, eventually used the Gate expanded by the humans to steadily take down the Large Legion Soldiers.
From the beginning, it had been an emergency response to an unexpected situation, so Eve didn't even think she could completely drive them out with her current forces.
Having received the retreat command, Reina prepared to withdraw without hesitation.
"Reina!"
Until someone called her name.
Her masked face slowly turned. The one who called her name was none other than Austin.
"I know what happened. But! Please come back! You are human. You're not a monster!"
"..."
The battered Austin shouted with a pale face.
In that fleeting moment, Reina looked at him through the mask without any thoughts or emotions.
'Poor man.'
The first emotion Reina felt was pity.
'If you could become one with the Legion, you wouldn't have to suffer or remain incomplete.'
Of course, she wasn't swayed by his words. To her now, Austin's cry was nothing more than the desperate struggle of a defeated man.
She had become one with the Legion, received new power from Eve, and was reborn as a new being.
To Reina, who firmly believed that her current state was nearing perfection, Austin's plea to return to humanity was no different from an ant urging a human to become like them.
'Hypocrite.'
Above all, to her, Austin was just one of the many pieces of trash who had betrayed her.
Right before retreating, she aimed her staff at him and unleashed a dazzling lightning strike.
Austin, startled, threw himself to narrowly evade the attack.
"H-How could you use Lightning System Magic..."
He murmured in a trembling voice.
Lightning System Magic, whose research had been abandoned in the past due to its complex mechanism and difficult calculations.
Reina had used her enhanced brainpower and past knowledge to thoroughly recreate it as Legion-style Magic.
"...Impossible."
This meant that even the numerous failed cases deemed impossible by human capabilities could be reprocessed. Realizing this, Austin gasped.
Reina left without bothering to finish off the people rushing toward Austin.
The other Legion Soldiers did the same.
In the ruined city, where the Legion Soldiers retreated like ebbing tides, only a few humans barely survived.
"Councilor, please take shelter for now. They... are coming. Even those dreadful lizards have finally set foot on this land."
And the dragonkins, roaring in celebration of their victory.
Watching the wyverns soaring into the sky, Austin barely stood up with a devastated expression.
*
[The effect of the Species Preservation Right allows some units to instantly move to another location to escape danger. However, the location is somewhere within this world. It has its limits.]
"Of course. Like the Target Assassination Right, its effect varies greatly depending on how it's used."
To some, the Target Assassination Right was an unavoidable death sentence. But to those who overcame it, it was merely a means to weaken the opponent's forces.
"It doesn't matter to Eve."
I smirked.
Even if they avoided the immediate crisis through the Preservation Right, as Eve said, it was nothing more than the desperate struggle of the defeated.
Even if they hid to recover their strength, there was no way to escape Eve, who sought to devour the entire land.
"Eve probably thinks the harvest she gained this time is more important than the ones who barely escaped with the Player's help."
[And for you, there's something even more important than that.]
"That's right."
I nodded in agreement.
Eve eventually captured some of the mages from the Ados Academy and would soon extract information about the Gate.
Furthermore, Eve had more than doubled the production of Large Species.
Now, there was no need to deal with humans. They could take their time and focus on confronting the dragonkins coming through the Gate.
Of course, I wasn't worried about the dragonkins. Those monsters on the screen certainly looked strong, but there was no way Eve, who had already begun devouring the world, would lose to such a pack of beasts.
All my attention was focused on Eve's thoughts, who had finally obtained Gate Technology. Soon, Eve would tear apart the Wall of Space and appear before me.
"Is Eve, in the end, planning to consume me?"
[Your emotions are fluctuating. Be cautious.]
"Got it."
I took a deep breath and controlled my emotions.
During that time, while observing all of Eve's actions, I learned how to manage my feelings. Just in case Eve wouldn't notice my thoughts.
Thanks to that, even when Eve secretly talked with the second Submind, Reina, and mentioned me, I managed not to get caught.
[The clear fact is that the Unification Eve envisions might differ from your understanding.]
"...Honestly, no matter what it is, I'm not really inclined."
Am I the dominant one? No. While my influence is still strong enough to shake things with a single word, in the end, the powerful individual is Eve, and the dominant one is also Eve.
Although I accepted her proposal to become one, I couldn't confidently say that I was mentally stronger than the current Eve.
I couldn't predict what Eve, who had gained control over my body and mind, might do.
"Instead of staining Eve, it's obvious that I'll be the one to get stained."
I bit my lip.
It's clear what would happen if I were to be influenced by Eve. I painfully realized this during the less than a month since we met, witnessing her collapse an entire world with her thought process and power.
If the braking mechanism that is me were to disappear, Eve would use the Gate she had obtained to spread across the entire universe.
Just like the monsters that once invaded Earth in the past.
[Then, what is the solution to resolve that?]
"...If I can't influence Eve alone, then I'll have to rely on external assistance."
I've already sketched out a rough plan. A way to properly—or rather, not properly but according to my intentions—control the power Eve possesses.
"Mr. Kang Shin-Woo. Please get ready. The enemies are coming."
For that purpose, I've been moving so far. Hearing the voice coming from the transceiver, I grabbed my sword and went straight outside.
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"You have no idea how long I've been waiting for this moment."
Once a flourishing satellite city near Menas, this place has now become the Legion's Base Nest, covered in dark crimson flesh walls and a twisted Sacred Tree. Reina, who had retreated from Menas, arrived here.
She did not come alone.
She brought all the 'spoils of war' she had obtained from Menas to this place.
"Mmph! Mmm!"
In front of Reina, who moved the Sacred Tree, someone was grabbed by the ankle, hung upside down, and delivered.
A wizard from the Ados Academy who was captured. Some were killed by allied forces, but not everyone valued their mission above their life.
He, already infected by the Infection Fungus, was now in a state where he couldn't even move a single finger by his own will.
Neither dying, nor living, nor even going insane was within his control anymore—a truly miserable state.
His eyes shook violently as he saw Reina's face, revealed beneath her mask.
It wasn't that he recognized Reina. He was simply shocked that the face behind the mask, which had committed such merciless and brutal slaughter, was that of a beautiful woman with traces of youth.
"The Great One has allowed me to take on this task and extract everything you know."
Reina opened her mouth and spoke to him. Of course, this was only possible because it wasn't a 'conversation.'
All he could do was answer the questions asked of him.
"Ugh... Aaaagh!"
Reina first inflicted upon him the most intense pain, as if his entire nervous system was being twisted and scratched.
His eyes widened as he screamed to his heart's content.
This was in stark contrast to when Eve tortured prisoners for information, where even screams were suppressed.
The reason she, who had full authority, allowed the screams was singular.
'This is insane.'
All the prisoners, including Blakel's Leader, were watching and hearing the spectacle.
The horrifying screams of a companion in the same situation as them, and the despair of not even being allowed death.
The fear that pierced through the inner psyche of humans shook their emotions to the core.
"There is only one way to escape this pain: spill everything."
When a sole escape route from such despair was visible, even those with a strong sense of mission could only wish for relief.
"Keep in mind, Reina's actions are never normal."
"Not normal, you say. What is the standard of normal?"
"...What?"
While Reina was cruelly torturing the prisoners.
Eve was facing Kang Do-Yeon.
Currently, the connection with Reina was severed, so Reina had no way of knowing what they were discussing.
"Reina is effectively torturing humans to extract information and testimony faster than when I take the lead. Is that wrong?"
"No, I'm not trying to oppose you. Of course, that's right. By... our standards."
Kang Do-Yeon flinched and desperately racked her brain.
She knew everything about Reina's circumstances, but she and Shin Woo both didn't want Eve's values to be influenced in that direction by Reina.
The problem was that she couldn't say that directly to Eve.
Kang Do-Yeon hoped that her words and actions wouldn't cause any issues in Shin Woo's 'education' of Eve.
"Just make sure not to amplify Reina's misanthropy. There are... good people too."
"I have no interest in humanity's concept of good and evil. Ultimately, it's just a consolation humans created for society and survival. To me, it's utterly insignificant and pointless."
Eve sneered.
"Well, regardless of what you think, unfortunately, Oppa cares a lot about it."
"...Yeah, that's true."
However, when Kang Do-Yeon brought up Shin Woo.
Eve's emotions turned cold for a moment.
'Does he want me to become a "good human"?'
Eve spoke through the Collective Consciousness instead of out loud. There was no mention that Shin Woo was absent at the moment.
'That's not it. He's just doing it for your sake. He doesn't want you to become human; he just doesn't want you to become a monster.'
'A monster?'
Kang Do-Yeon calmly expressed her thoughts. Eve reacted to the word "monster."
'He is precious to me. There's no way I could be a monster to someone like that.'
'...I suppose so. Our lives are tied to Oppa's life, after all.'
'But I can't just stand by and watch him make a wrong decision and endanger himself. Even if that decision is the right one by human standards.'
'So that's your true intention right now.'
Kang Do-Yeon flinched at the eerie feeling. Shin Woo's influence was undoubtedly significant.
But the current Eve was no longer a dog that unconditionally obeyed orders, and she knew better than anyone how powerful she was.
'Why? Why harbor fear? Shouldn't you be happy instead? He wanted to become one with me. Reina said she was happy to become one with us. She said it was more complete, more glorious.'
'Oppa would never want to become like me or Reina.'
'That's hard to understand, but if I had to, I'd obviously give him the highest rank. Equal to me. However, if that happens, he'll always have to talk to me, be with me, and convince me. Until he abandons the human way of thinking.'
Eve silently curled her lips into a smile.
Kang Do-Yeon couldn't refute. Anyone could see that Eve had more power, and the relationship between Player and Unit wasn't fixed.
'...Our Oppa can do it.'
In the end, she had no choice but to believe in her Oppa.
That he could handle this gigantic entity currently engulfing an entire planet in real-time.
'I love him.'
'I wonder.'
Kang Do-Yeon didn't bother denying Eve's feelings. In fact, Eve's emotions, which could be felt moment to moment, weren't far from that word. Even if those feelings were a bit twisted by human standards.
[He's busy right now, and thanks to that, the screen is off for a while. No need to hold back.]
"Arrogant lizards dare to defile and destroy my land."
Eve grumbled as she looked into the distance. What Eve was seeing through the Scout's eyes were Redrium Dragonkins emerging from the Gate.
They had degenerated into creatures that moved solely for destruction and slaughter, with no productive activities.
The lush mountains and vegetation were trampled under their feet and burned, turning into wasteland, and all living beings were killed.
"They have now become enemies threatening our lives and growth. So from now on, we kill our enemies."
Eve showed something to Kang Do-Yeon.
They were the results obtained by thoroughly disassembling and analyzing the bodies of Dragonkins from the last battle.
"What are these?"
"As expected of those who became victors and conquered a world, there were some interesting things. Let's pay them respect, and now that these are ours, let's use them."
Two items arrived before Kang Do-Yeon.
One was a roughly shaped, semi-transparent dark crimson ore, and the other was a carapace fragment resembling a rough rock scale.
"The legend of dragons Reina mentioned. The Redrium Ancient Dragon, who taught magic to humans, had a very powerful heart. And that heart, which was the source of their Formative Power, is still possessed by their degenerate descendants."
Eve picked up the fist-sized item and showed it. Then, she lightly pressed it against Kang Do-Yeon's chest.
"This is the item that will become your new heart, ours, and boost our efficiency by more than four times."
"...Then what about that?"
"The scales of those creatures had the function to weaken, absorb, store, or release Formative Power. The more I learn about their power, the more desirable it becomes. And now, it's ours."
Kang Do-Yeon sighed and lowered her head. She could roughly predict what was going to happen next.
"How many times will my body be modified? I feel like I'm turning into a transforming robot now."
"Don't you want to become stronger?"
"...No."
She grumbled but shook her head again. After all, this was her choice.
Above all, the power gained from analyzing the Dragonkins was the power they had maximized by annihilating an entire world.
In other words, applying it consumed an enormous amount of energy compared to before.
Because of this, Eve had to accelerate the Nest Expansion Plan, which would begin with exterminating humans.
"So, mass-producing enhanced soldiers on a scale similar to before is impossible. The size of the troops will be reduced to less than a tenth of the current scale."
"If you do that, you won't be able to stop those dragons."
"It doesn't matter. Those foolish beasts won't know or even try to understand what kind of existence we are."
It was the same as before. Until they had assembled large-scale troops to wipe out humans, they expanded the Nest and endured with a small number of soldiers.
Even now, while the degenerate Dragonkins were indulging in their nature, which they hadn't revealed in ages, the Legion planned to grow larger and sweep them away with even greater power.
"Charge, the Legion's First Fang. Go and wipe them out before those human bastards can make their move."
"...Got it."
Once again, Kang Do-Yeon took a deep breath as her body was painfully reconstructed, spreading her wings.
The speed at which she soared into the sky was on a completely different level compared to before.
In an instant, Kang Do-Yeon, who had ascended to high altitudes while tearing through the air, began flying towards the eastern continent along with the Legion Soldiers moving on the surface.
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Episode 105 - Individual Purpose (3)
'How far can I go?'
Kang Do-Yeon, crossing the dark night sky, did not slow down.
Higher, towards the vast sky and the brilliantly shining stars, she accelerated even more.
As oxygen gradually decreased and the temperature sharply dropped, her body reached its limit, and a dark crimson barrier based on formative power automatically enveloped her body.
Formative power is the miraculous energy that can become anything. Furthermore, she could manipulate her body at will, so if necessary, she didn't even need to breathe or make her heart beat.
Replacing all that energy with formative power, Kang Do-Yeon finally placed this world beneath her feet.
A blue planet similar to Earth. However, there were no artificial satellites around it at all.
She stopped her actions for a moment and gazed at the spectacle.
'Is there a reason for that action? Don't stray from the orbit. The energy required to rebuild your body is enormous.'
Eve didn't particularly like that action. It was inefficient.
'Someday, won't we go into space too?'
'If there's an enemy to devour in space, of course.'
'It was just practice. For that day.'
Kang Do-Yeon, with a bitter smile, turned her body again. The coordinates of her destination were already imprinted in her brain.
With the same speed at which she had soared into the air, she began flying toward that place. With less air resistance, her speed increased even more.
Along with the gradually approaching sun, she traversed the continent in an instant.
After reaching her destination, she descended at the same speed, and flames began to rise from the barrier surrounding her body.
'As always, kill them all.'
'...Got it.'
Finally, the city she had set as her destination came into view.
Part of the skin on her face twisted as a mask covered it. Of course, her mind remained sharp.
Since the day she acknowledged herself as a monster and chose her path, she had carried out Eve's massacre orders with such clarity.
The number of humans who had already died at her hands exceeded three digits.
"Ugh, ugh!"
"Kyaaah!"
Accelerating sharply, she broke through the city's magic defensive line with her body, pierced the tallest tower, and landed with a massive impact that shook the ground.
The shattered and burst ground spewed dust, and the people nearby who were caught up in it screamed and fell to the ground, rolling over.
The defensive line, which had been the last bastion of this rural small city, shattered as it collided with her barrier, and the massive clock tower she had broken through with her body wobbled and slowly collapsed.
'Where is the enemy commander?'
Ignoring the surrounding people who were horrified by her, she looked for the commanders or warriors of this place who would charge at her.
She thought it was hypocritical herself, but in the end, this was the minimum defensive mechanism she attempted for her own ego.
The reason she voluntarily stepped into battle was ultimately to become stronger.
Therefore, the ones she killed were always commanders or warriors wielding weapons. The massacre of civilians was left to the other legion soldiers who had come with her.
"M-Mayor!"
"Don't hesitate, hurry and evacuate the people!"
The rural city's mayor, who had been hurriedly evacuating residents to a rear city through the gate after hearing news from Menas, was silenced by the sight before him, as if she had known and come to find him.
In the distant field, amidst the dust, it appeared. A pair of fluttering black feathered wings.
"The wings that bring despair..."
The mayor gritted his teeth as he saw it. With detailed information about the Legion already spread, the being with those wings was also included.
Surely, beneath that grotesque hide and carapace was a beautiful female body, but its core was a monster without mercy, slaying knights and mages alike.
However, those wings were just the beginning. The wings never moved alone.
It always moved with a horde of monsters under its command, and the true crimson calamity began then, as the terrifying rumors went.
"Mayor, we'll go and buy some time."
"But Sir Randolph!"
"I've heard that those wings, unlike other monsters, don't care about the weak and only kill knights and mages. Therefore, it will surely come here to kill the representative of this place, the mayor. Please evacuate the people. We'll draw its attention and buy some time."
The escort knight guarding the mayor led his subordinates and stepped forward with a determined face.
The mayor's face twisted, but there was no way to stop them now.
"Come back alive, no matter what."
"Of course."
Knight Commander Randolph shook hands with the mayor for the last time with a resolute expression and shared a warm embrace. Then he pressed his helmet firmly onto his head.
"Let's go. Let's show that Monster of the Abyss the strength of our knights."
He, along with his subordinates, crossed through the citizens who were screaming and gathering here.
Running across the ground, they drew their swords in unison as if they were of one mind.
The enemy was now standing, having killed several soldiers and mages, trampling on their corpses.
As if the rumors were true, it didn't even glance at the young child trembling on the ground nearby.
"Monster who knows the honor of a warrior! Fight us!"
Randolph, gripping his sword tightly, shouted to draw the enemy's attention.
He, along with his subordinates, kicked the ground with all their strength.
And without the slightest carelessness, he poured everything into his sword strike.
It was a strike filled with a sense of mission, fighting spirit, passion, and rage.
*
'This one is special. Is it the same type of unit as that one?'
"Kuh... ugh..."
The plaza was strewn with the corpses of knights.
Kang Do-Yeon, unknowingly stepping on the bisected corpse of Randolph, grabbed the neck of the last survivor, whose legs had been severed, and lifted them up.
Through her eyes, Eve immediately noticed the foreign elements in the survivor's body.
The components were identical to those of a unit from the same faction as Darque, which had already been analyzed in a previous battle.
'The blood flow carries formative power, and they use it to perform various tricks.'
However, Eve's reaction was indifferent. That ability couldn't be replicated. It was a unique system of formative power, akin to magic, that couldn't be obtained by replicating a lifeform.
Moreover, even learning it had not been successful.
The common testimony from the captured prisoners was that Darque was the only one who had received the pure-blood divine authority called the 'Progenitor,' and only he knew the secret of this blood magic.
'So, what should we do?'
'Except for that Darque guy, just kill them all. Even though they're tough enough to survive being dismembered and smashed to a pulp, they'll eventually die if left alone. Behead them.'
'Got it.'
Kang Do-Yeon casually let go of her hand and swung her wing, beheading the survivor lying on the ground.
Then she spread her wings and flew toward the gate where people were evacuating. In just a few minutes, the legion soldiers would arrive.
This city, whose defensive system had already been destroyed, couldn't stop even a handful of legion soldiers.
"Ah..."
"The knights..."
As she glided swiftly over their heads, the evacuating people fell into despair and panic, causing a great commotion.
'Look at these stupid and primitive beings pushing, trampling, and killing each other in their attempt to escape.'
'...'
Kang Do-Yeon didn't pay any attention to such sights from the beginning.
She simply advanced forward to destroy the gate she had set as her objective, finally arriving at the gate in the middle of City Hall, where people were hastily passing through.
"Stop her... Don't let the knights' sacrifices be in vain!"
The city's last remaining mages, including the mayor, began resisting to protect the people. They hastily deployed a defensive line and fired magic at her.
Kang Do-Yeon, who halted in midair to receive their resistance, spread her wings wide.
The core engines embedded in the joints of her wings began to glow and heat up.
"Ah."
Immediately after, two beams of light shot out from her wings, striking them and causing a massive explosion.
It was an attack made possible by absorbing the Dragonkin's Heart, which increased the output and efficiency of the core engines.
The mayor, who let out an involuntary gasp, had his head severed and half-burned as it flew past her body.
"Anyway, Darque wasn't here either."
'It doesn't matter since we secured the testimony.'
Kang Do-Yeon, soaring into the sky, turned her gaze away from the people being massacred by the legion soldiers.
This time, Eve had obtained more detailed information.
It was information that the humans, who had lost the continental capital Menas, were gathering at another strategic point at the eastern edge.
Of course, many of those who couldn't make it there were still scattered across the continent.
They had become small groups of survivors, fleeing deeper into the frontier to avoid the Dragonkin, who were taking over the continent's center.
"Shall we move immediately?"
'Do that. I'll even send Reina with you. Go and finish off Darque, and completely crush the humans' hope.'
Having obtained the information, there was no reason to hesitate. Eve moved all the remaining troops to avoid the Dragonkin.
To snipe the opponent, who was barely clinging to life.
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